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This study examined the lived experiences of both current and former members of 

either the United States Military or the Independent Fundamental Baptist Church. This 

study revealed the particularities of the assimilation process in these totalistic 

organizations through semi-structured interviews. Utilizing a theoretical lens of 

Structurational-Identification (Scott, Corman & Cheney, 1998) the researcher examined 

the described, lived experiences of members of these organizations to determine how 

they were both similar and different from studies of traditional organizations. The results 

of this study indicate that these totalistic organizations did differ from previous 

organizational research on assimilation. A deep analysis of participants’ accounts 

revealed nine categories: Decision to Join, Organizational Entry, Adoption of Rules, 

Authority, Forced Displays of Identification, Criticism, Fear, Oppressed Groups, and 

Belief in Change. The insights participants provided in this study have led to a 

conceptualization of assimilation in totalistic organizations, and the researcher has 

proposed a new model of entry into these organizations.  
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CHAPTER ONE. INTRODUCTION 

Current research into organizational entry and assimilation has focused primarily 

on encounter of the paid employment role. Researchers have treated encounter as a period 

of reconciliation of expectations built during anticipatory socialization with the reality 

met in the organization (Heiss & Carmack, 2012; Jablin, 2001; Louis, 1980; Wanous et 

al., 1992). Some notable exceptions draw attention to the role of organizational form in 

encounter. Myers’ (2005) study of firefighter encounter, for example, found that 

members’ expressed an easier process of entry into a high reliability organization (HRO) 

after a prolonged period of anticipatory socialization. Gibson and Papa (2000) coin the 

term “organizational osmosis” (p. 79) to describe the rapid and apparent ease with which 

members assimilated into a tough work culture, when their parents raised them in that 

environment from childhood. Myers (2005), McPhee (2006), Myers and McPhee (2006) 

findings suggest that encounter in the HRO was organizationally designed to facilitate a 

rapid and deeply internalized identification and encourage the development of a 

collective mind. Research in HROs (Ingram, Paoline & Terrill, 2013; Lambert & Paoline, 

2008; Weick, Sutcliffe & Obstfeld, 2014) suggests that this deep internalization 

constitutes an identity for HRO members. Rigid organizational rules and procedures strip 

away the member’s previous identity and replace it with organizational values, beliefs, 

and norms that become constitutive of a new identity, as will be shown.  

Rigid and inflexible rules and procedures for members, regardless of pay status, 

govern certain organizational forms. Hinderaker (2015) characterized these organizations 

as “totalistic”, or encompassing of more of the member’s life than a traditional 

employment relationship. Hinderaker (2015) and Hinderaker and O’Connor (2015) 
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defined totalistic organizations (TOs) as those that are value based (regardless of pay 

status), involve primary relationships, necessitate organizational fealty, and require deep 

identification with organizational values. Giddens (1984) referred to rules and resources 

of an organization as structures. The main purpose of this study was to examine 

assimilation into organizations with rigid structures. The rigidity of structures, as will be 

described later, in these organizations makes them theoretically intriguing. With a high 

amount of rigid rules and an intense assimilation process, it would seem plausible that 

these organizations differ, on a fundamental level, from traditional organizations. 

Therefore, this study explored how members learn, adopt, and reproduce the structures 

that are rigid to the point of controlling members’ lives. Another purpose of this study 

was to examine how members described the impacts of learning these rigid structures 

during assimilation on both members’ identification with the organization and their 

willingness to reproduce these structures. 

One predominant approach to studying members is through the principles of 

structuration theory because “understanding social reproduction necessarily needs to be 

conditioned by the ‘potentials’ inherent in human being and human doing” (Banks & 

Riley, 1993, p. 181). Giddens wrote that, “in structuration theory ‘structure’ was regarded 

as rules and resources recursively implicated in social reproduction; institutionalized 

features of social systems have structural properties in the sense that relationships are 

stabilized across time and space” (Giddens, 1984, p. xxxi). These two thoughts combine 

to show the importance of structuration. The rules and resources mentioned by Giddens 

could limit the potentials mentioned by Banks and Riley, as will be shown later. 

Structuration provides the means to investigate not only creation of structures by an 
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organization but also structures that are, or are not, recreated by members of that 

organization.  

Research published by Scott, Corman, and Cheney (1998) proposed a new model 

of structuration coupled with identification providing an even deeper understanding of 

the power of structures. Tompkins and Cheney (1993) defined identification as the point 

when “A decision maker identifies with an organization when he or she desires to choose 

the alternative which best promotes the perceived interests of that organization” (p. 194). 

A clear line of demarcation must be made between identification and commitment 

because, “we establish identification as a term referring to the ‘substance’ of individual-

organization relationships ‘commitment’ as referring to their ‘form’” (Cheney & 

Tompkins, 1987). The previously mentioned research by Scott, Corman, and Cheney 

(1998) was pivotal, because it assists researchers in examining the tensions that can arise 

between the personal values and beliefs of the member and the perceived values and 

beliefs of the organization.   

Because structures and member identification are significant facets of 

organizational communication, an examination of these two processes was essential to 

understanding the processes themselves. Due to this inherent relationship, organizational 

assimilation must be examined with structuration and identification, because it “refers to 

the process by which organizational members become a part of, or are absorbed into, the 

culture of an organization” (Jablin, 1982, p. 256). Due to the importance of this 

assimilation process, researchers must examine TOs to gain a more accurate depiction of 

the processes occurring in these particular organizations. In Jablin’s comprehensive 

examination of assimilation, he stated, “the focus of the present analysis, as was that of 
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the earlier one, was on an individuals’ entry, assimilation, and exit into/from 

organizations in which they are paid for their labor” (2001, p. 733). The bulk of existing 

assimilation literature related to encounter has focused on the paid employer-employee 

relationship, and assumed a relatively short period of encounter. Notable exceptions are 

articles that focus on high reliability organizations (HROs) (e.g. Gibson & Papa, 2000; 

Myers, 2005), which detailed prolonged periods of anticipatory socialization and, thus, a 

smoother transition in the encounter phase. These notable exceptions pointed to 

organizations, such as HROs, with more rigid rule structures. The current study sought to 

further research the encounter process of TOs that have rule structures so rigid that they, 

presumably, leave little room for either individualization or agency. 

Although the current body of literature has acknowledged that traditional 

organizations are different from totalistic organizations (TOs), there have been a limited 

number of studies on TOs. This creates a need to define TOs for a deeper understanding 

as to why these theoretical underpinnings may be more significant in these organizations. 

Hinderaker (2015) defined TOs as:  

Totalistic memberships are value-based relationships, regardless of pay status, are 

central to the member's life and identity, extend into an employee's everyday life 

and other organizational memberships, and tend to involve primary relationships 

that bind the member's family and friendships to that organization. Moreover, 

totalistic organizations often require complete member loyalty, often publically 

declared upon induction into the organization (e.g., oaths sworn by police officers 

or confirmation of church members) (p. 10). 

Researchers have not examined the functions of the rules in TOs that are divergent from 
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traditional organizations. Some noted differences between TOs and paid labor 

organizations are rigidity of structures, strength of identity, and an intense early 

assimilation process. Because members normally reconcile differences between the 

structure of the organization and the identity of the member during the assimilation 

process, it was only logical that a combination of structuration, identification, and 

assimilation best explained the lived experiences of these members. A purported 

difference between TOs and other organizations was the rigorous and intense encounter 

phase that these members face. Thus, this study examined organizational encounter in 

totalistic organizations, as it allowed for a better understanding of the function structures 

and identity. The investigation of encounter included an in-depth examination of 

structuration, identification, and assimilation in relation to how participants reported the 

process of becoming members of these TOs.   

This research adds to the body of knowledge of TOs by providing deep 

participant descriptions of two distinct, yet surprisingly similar TOs, the United States 

Military (USM), and the Independent Fundamental Baptist Church (IFBC). These 

seemingly different organizations both exhibit qualities of TOs as they create structures 

to control all facets of the member’s life such as dress, appearance, finances, and sex. A 

better understanding of these TOs leads to an understanding of the intersection and 

overlap of these three bodies of literature in these organizational forms. Because the 

aforementioned organizations are totalistic, they differ from the bulk of organizational 

encounter research that has focused on employment organizations. This study presumed 

that the creation, participation in, and reproduction of organizational structures might 

involve a more intense assimilation and identification process for certain types of 
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memberships (Cohen & Avanzino, 2010), e.g. those viewed as more totalistic 

(Hinderaker, 2015). 

An essential distinction between organizations typically studied in this discipline 

and the USM and IFBC are the organizational focus on structures. Banks and Riley 

(1993) defined structures as, “a form of practical knowledge, like tacit recipes of ‘how to 

do something,’ rather than how something ought to or must be done (since agency means 

to be able to do otherwise)” (p. 173). Whereas this definition fits most organizations, the 

two organizations that the researcher examined have rigid structures that do tell the 

individual how to do something. Agency, then, is greatly restricted in these TOs. High 

identification with the organization, instilled through a rigorous encounter period in the 

assimilation process, furthers these structures and deepens the acknowledgement of how 

the individual must conform to the organization with little ability to negotiate either 

identity or structure (Houston & Kramarae, 1991; Milliken & Hewlin, 2003; Mumby, 

2005; Redding, 1985; Toscano, 2008). 

The overarching paradigm shift that occurs in the minds of the members could 

supplant previously established identities and replace them with the identity of the 

organization. The structures instilled by deep identification with the organization often 

become part of the member’s identity in all areas of their life. The organizational 

purposes of these TOs demonstrate examples of these structures. Both the military and 

the church prepare members for war, one for physical the other for spiritual. This 

preparation arguably changes the way that members view the world (Beebe & Barge, 

2003). Veterans often have difficulty transitioning from the military to civilian life, and it 

is not only because they have been to war. The reality is that most veterans have never 
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seen action, but they have so intensely prepared for this possible action, that these 

organizations have reconstructed the minds of members through rigorous training 

programs, as is the case in most HROs (Waldeck & Myers, 2007).  

Just as military members prepare for war IFBC members also prepare for war, 

although with the Devil and the World, creating a warrior mindset for members and 

creating a system that encourages conformity to organizational hierarchy. Understanding 

the development and implementation of rigid structures in TOs requires an examination 

of assimilation into these organizations. Another area of study is how this intense process 

eliminates the ability of members to control their identity and enhances conformity to 

hierarchy. These two ideas are important, because their exploration could help resolve 

why members of these TOs never seem to challenge existing structures.  

The Independent Fundamental Baptist Church 

It is hard to define an IFBC because each operates independently from any 

governing body. Responsibility for the functions of the church rest solely on each 

individual pastor, and it is that pastor’s responsibility to determine the rules and resources 

in each church. There are certain doctrines that generally constitute an IFBC and both 

churches and IFBC colleges and programs teach these doctrines. This education serves to 

integrate the member into the church and help the new member quickly learn the 

principles of the IFBC. The IFBC teaches major tenets that form the acrostic Baptist as 

follows: 

Biblical Authority – Belief in the King James Version, 1611 as the only divinely 

inspired and preserved text of God and the structures and guidelines for all 

manners of faith and doctrine. 
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Autonomy of the Local Church – Local churches do not answer to any 

denomination or higher authority besides God. 

Priesthood of the Believer – Members do not need a mediator to communicate 

with God but can talk to Him directly. 

Two Ordinances – Baptism and the Lord’s Supper are the only required and 

acceptable ordinances of the local church. 

Individual Soul Liberty – Each individual can choose whether to accept or reject 

salvation. 

Separation – The member must be separate from the world and the church must 

be separate from the State. 

Two Offices – Pastors and Deacons are the only offices that Jesus set up for the 

management and leadership of the church. 

The researcher used these major tenets to identify members of an IFBC. Interpretations of 

scripture in the IFBC differ drastically from other Christian churches. This is due to the 

claim of IFBC churches that they are not Protestant but churches directly descended from 

the church that Jesus started and as such they cling more fervently to the tenets of the 

church that are presented in the New Testament. The IFBC views all of the King James 

Version (1611) as the divinely inspired Word of God. Because the IFBC believes that 

God literally spoke the Bible, there is no ability to question the scriptures. The fact that 

members of the IFBC are still not only allowing words written thousands of years ago to 

guide their lives but to control their lives indicates the depths of these beliefs, as they are 

still replicated. This belief is constructed from the following statement by Paul: “All 

scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for 
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correction, for instruction in righteousness: That the man of God may be perfect, 

thoroughly furnished unto all good works” (2 Timothy 3:16-17). The unwillingness of the 

IFBC to change is understandable because its foundations lay in the fervent belief that 

these Scriptures are the final word from God on how both the church and the member 

should operate, therefore structures are unchallenged because they arise from 

interpretation of scripture. 

Whereas nearly all organizations have an organizational hierarchy, those of the 

IFBC are different, because of the strict adherence to subordinate behavior. The church 

teaches members that they have individual soul liberty, but a hierarchal system still exists 

in these churches. IFBC churches view the world as only having three organizations: the 

family, the church, and the government. Pastors of an IFBC are, generally, graduates of a 

Baptist Bible College that teaches the structures of the church through both biblical 

examination and examples of renowned IFBC pastors. These procedures serve to 

reinforce the structures that the church teaches members and instills an even deeper 

identification in the future pastor to follow in the footsteps of pastors that have gone 

before.  

One such school, Trinity Baptist Bible College illustrates this point in the opening 

pages of its course catalog: “We believe that God has ordained and created all authority 

which consists of three basic institutions: (1) the home, (2) the church, and (3) the state. 

Every person is subject to these authorities” (2005, 14). This doctrine originates in the 

Old Testament accounts of Adam and Noah. At this time, the family was the first and 

only existing organization and the IFBC views the family as the founding block of 

society. The IFBC does not treat all members of a family equally. For example, the Bible 
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commands children to be obedient to their parents: “Children, obey your parents in the 

Lord: for this is right. Honour thy father and mother; which is the first commandment 

with promise; that it may be well with thee, and thou mayest live long on the earth” 

(Ephesians 6:1-3 King James Version). The church mimics this belief by comparing new 

members to babies, based on the teachings of Peter, “As newborn babes, desire the 

sincere milk of the word, that ye may grow thereby” (1 Peter 2:2). In addition, the church 

utilizes the family structure to unify members by symbolically labeling men as brothers 

and women as sisters. This reproduction of a patriarchal family structure allows the 

members to draw closer together as they desire not to disappoint the other members of 

the family.  

Male children are always to remain obedient to their parents, but can leave and 

form their own family units. As the head of their own household, they typically reinforce 

these established values developing a cyclical pattern of subordination. Creating a family 

is not just an option for males, but is actually required as explained in the first book of the 

Bible, “Therefore shall a man leave his father and his mother, and shall cleave unto his 

wife: and they shall be one flesh” (Genesis 2:24). Women, however, do not have this 

ability. According to most IFBC interpretations of the scriptures, women are their father’s 

responsibility until the time they marry. After marriage, this responsibility transfers to 

their husbands. Pastors utilize the following passages to uphold this belief, “Wives, 

submit yourselves unto your own husbands, as unto the Lord” (Ephesians 5:22; 

Colossians 3:18). “For the woman which hath an husband is bound by the law to her 

husband so long as he liveth; but if the husband be dead, she is loosed from the law of her 

husband” (Romans 7:2). The church uses these scriptures to reinforce the belief that 
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women must always be subservient to men, reducing the agency of the woman to abiding 

by whatever her husband decided. The basis for these New Testament teachings has roots 

in Genesis when God punishes Eve: 

And the Lord God said unto the woman, What is this that thou hast done? And the 

woman said, The serpent beguiled me, and I did eat. 

And the Lord God said unto the serpent, Because thou hast done this, thou art 

cursed above all cattle, and above every beast of the field; upon thy belly shalt 

thou go, and dust shalt thou eat all the days of thy life: 

And I will put enmity between thee and the woman, and between thy seed and her 

seed; it shall bruise thy head, and thou shalt bruise his heel. 

Unto the woman he said, I will greatly multiply thy sorrow and thy conception; in 

sorrow thou shalt bring forth children; and thy desire shall be to thy husband, and 

he shall rule over thee. (Genesis 3:13-16) 

These passages establish the father as the head of the household who is responsible to 

God for how he acts as a father. Leadership teaches members that the father will have a 

relief of responsibility if he follows the pastor’s instruction and the pastor is wrong. A 

common verse used to validate this point is a statement made by Paul, "I was innocent of 

the blood of all men. For I have not shunned to declare to you the whole counsel of God" 

(Acts 20:26-27). Although this does not explicitly state the abdication of responsibility, it 

sets a precedence that if an individual does all that they think is right, according to 

biblical principles, then God will not hold that individual accountable if others do not 

obey.  

Every member of the family, even the father, answers to the pastor. This appears 
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to contradict the statement earlier that there was a separation of the three identified 

institutions. Most pastors believe that fathers would not know how to be a father unless 

the church taught them. The IFBC teaches that members are accountable at the Judgment 

Seat of Christ if they fail to abide by true doctrine that the pastor teaches as described in 

the following New Testament passages: 

But why dost thou judge thy brother? or why dost thou set at nought thy brother? 

for we shall all stand before the judgment seat of Christ. 

For it is written, As I live, saith the Lord, every knee shall bow to me, and every 

tongue shall confess to God. 

So then every one of us shall give account of himself to God. 

Let us not therefore judge one another any more: but judge this rather, that no 

man put a stumblingblock or an occasion to fall in his brother's way. (Romans 

14:7-13) 

The IFBC teaches that God holds every member accountable for obeying the doctrines 

preached by the pastor. This is both a burden and a blessing to many members. It is a 

burden because members are constantly ensuring they are following the direction of the 

pastor. Due to the rigidness of structures in place, they do not have an ability to dissent, 

because to do so would be to disobey the pastor. However, it is a blessing because it takes 

the stress of knowing the scriptures off the member and places it on the pastor. 

God holds the pastor directly responsible for the teachings of the church. All 

pastors must be male according to the IFBC interpretation of the following verse: “I 

suffer not a woman to teach, nor to usurp authority over the man, but to be in silence” (1 

Timothy 2:12). Additionally, a pastor must be married, generous, kind, well spoken, 
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passive, as well as many other requirements as stated by Paul: 

This is a true saying, if a man desire the office of a bishop, he desireth a good 

work. 

A bishop then must be blameless, the husband of one wife, vigilant, sober, of 

good behaviour, given to hospitality, apt to teach; 

Not given to wine, no striker, not greedy of filthy lucre; but patient, not a brawler, 

not covetous; 

One that ruleth well his own house, having his children in subjection with all 

gravity; 

(For if a man know not how to rule his own house, how shall he take care of the 

church of God?) 

Not a novice, lest being lifted up with pride he fall into the condemnation of the 

devil. 

Moreover he must have a good report of them which are without; lest he fall into 

reproach and the snare of the devil. (1 Timothy 3:1-7) 

God therefore holds the pastor responsible for all manners of the Bible and has more 

accountability than church members at the judgment seat of Christ, as explained by Paul:  

We are confident, I say, and willing rather to be absent from the body, and to be 

present with the Lord. 

Wherefore we labour, that, whether present or absent, we may be accepted of him. 

For we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ; that every one may 

receive the things done in his body, according to that he hath done, whether it be 

good or bad. 
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Knowing therefore the terror of the Lord, we persuade men; but we are made 

manifest unto God; and I trust also are made manifest in your consciences. (2 

Corinthians 5:8-11) 

Pastors have the additional burden of maintaining order not only in their personal lives, 

but also in the actions of their families. They can lose their position if one of their 

children rebels against the church as explained in this New Testament passage, “One that 

ruleth well his own house, having his children in subjection with all gravity; (For if a man 

know not how to rule his own house, how shall he take care of the church of God?)” (1 

Timothy 3:4-5).  

The only other recognized office in the church is a deacon, although many 

churches also have advisory boards and trustees. All of these positions have little power 

to make changes in the IFBC, but instead serve to be examples in the church of how a 

member should act and to reinforce IFBC practices. The church bases structures for 

becoming a deacon on Paul’s writings to Timothy. The passage defines a deacon as 

serious, honest, sober in mind and body, married, and fathers; their wives also must meet 

many of the same criteria: 

Likewise must the deacons be grave, not doubletongued, not given to much wine, 

not greedy of filthy lucre; 

Holding the mystery of the faith in a pure conscience. 

And let these also first be proved; then let them use the office of a deacon, being 

found blameless. 

Even so must their wives be grave, not slanderers, sober, faithful in all things. 

Let the deacons be the husbands of one wife, ruling their children and their own 
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houses well. 

For they that have used the office of a deacon well purchase to themselves a good 

degree, and great boldness in the faith which was in Christ Jesus. (1 Timothy 3:8-

13) 

The church enforces this hierarchical form through shame and fear. If an individual does 

not abide by the teachings, they are subject to possible punishment in the church and in 

the afterlife. Punishments include altar repentance, churching, and expulsion, to name a 

few. Additionally, the church teaches members that failure to perform up to these 

standards could result in loss of reward and status in heaven “Look to yourselves, that we 

lose not those things which we have wrought, but that we receive a full reward” (2 John 

1:8). 

There are also rules that govern the way a member should act in public. If a 

member does something in public that brings shame to the church, the church teaches that 

the member will drive off potential members. This belief is based on the premise that 

such actions create stumbling blocks for both other members and the public that causes 

offence; this belief was based on the following statement by Paul: “judge this rather, that 

no man put a stumbling block or an occasion to fall in his brother's way” (Romans 14:7-

13). All people are seen as sinners, “For all have sinned, and come short of the glory of 

God” (Romans 3:23). Because of this sin they are condemned to death and this was 

defined by the IFBC as an eternal death in Hell, “For the wages of sin is death; but the 

gift of God is eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord” (Romans 6:23). According to 

most IFBC, the IFBC is the only church for the salvation of an individual; therefore, if a 

member drives away a non-believer they could condemn them to Hell. 
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The IFBC has many rules about public decorum but most of these rules focus on 

dress and actions. Not only do these firmly held beliefs create rigid structures to live by, 

but they also serve to limit individualization of the member causing the member to 

conform to the church. IFBC doctrine goes beyond the Ten Commandments to establish 

specific rules of personal governance. Dress is an easily noticed difference between IFBC 

and other religious organizations. The IFBC teaches women that they cannot wear pants 

or any clothing that could make a man desire their body. The church bases this doctrine 

on scripture. One scripture states that a woman should not put on a man’s garments “The 

woman shall not wear that which pertaineth unto a man, neither shall a man put on a 

woman's garment: for all that did so are abomination unto the Lord thy God” 

(Deuteronomy 22:5). Jesus said that adultery does not just happen when the physical act 

occurs but when the mental act occurs, “But I say unto you, That whosoever looketh on a 

woman to lust after her hath committed adultery with her already in his heart” (Matthew 

5:28). Common IFBC doctrine teaches that men are aroused visually but women by 

touch. For this reason, the church teaches women that to keep men from sinning they 

must keep themselves covered and not tempt them.  

The IFBC defines nakedness not as complete nudity but by the revealing of a 

woman’s thigh. This belief is based on the following passages, “And thou shalt make 

them linen breeches to cover their nakedness; from the loins even unto the thighs they 

shall reach” (Exodus 28:42). “Take the millstones, and grind meal: uncover thy locks, 

make bare the leg, uncover the thigh, pass over the rivers. Thy nakedness shall be 

uncovered, yea, thy shame shall be seen” (Isaiah 47:2-3). Just as the church teaches 

women not to tempt men by sight, the church also teaches men not to tempt women by 
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touch: “It is good for a man not to touch a woman” (1 Corinthians 7:1). The church also 

instructs members that anything done to corrupt the temple of God, which is the body of 

the member, is just as sacrilegious as it would be to defile any other temple. This again, 

severely limits the agency of the member by controlling personal habits. Examples of this 

corruption include alcohol, nicotine, gluttony, and drugs, Paul stated that, “If any man 

defile the temple of God, him shall God destroy; for the temple of God is holy, which 

temple ye are” (1 Corinthians 3:17). Since the church views the body as the temple of 

God, all members are to be as kempt as possible. “And the armies which were in heaven 

followed him upon white horses, clothed in fine linen, white and clean” (Revelation 

19:14). Additionally, for every church service, of which there are at least four a week, 

men are to wear suits and women are to wear the equivalent in order to bring their best 

before God. “And Saul said, they have brought them from the Amalekites: for the people 

spared the best of the sheep and of the oxen, to sacrifice unto the Lord thy God; and the 

rest we have utterly destroyed” (1 Samuel 15:15). Many churches have teachings about 

how members should look. Cleanliness, for example, is a sign of godliness. Many 

churches preach a nearly militaristic way for how members should look, some churches 

even preach against goatees as the church teaches that they are unclean and a sign of the 

devil. Most preach against excessive hair for males based in large part on the following 

piece of scripture:   

Doth not even nature itself teach you, that, if a man have long hair, it is a shame 

unto him? But if a woman have long hair, it is a glory to her: for her hair is given 

her for a covering. (1 Corinthians 11:14-15) 

For this reason, many IFBC teach that a male should have short hair that does not touch 
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the ears or the collar, while a woman should have long hair reaching to at least the 

shoulders. These doctrines control very personal portions of a member’s life and serve to 

build a cohesive identity in the church and limit the individualization of the member. 

Members are required to read the Bible and pray every day to keep their faith 

strong, their armor polished, and their mind ready to fight against the Devil. This 

teaching serves to not only allow the member to gain more knowledge and deepen their 

spiritual walk with God, but it also serves to deepen the identity with the church as 

activities of the church are now performed daily and become routine and ingrained. This 

doctrine is founded on another teaching of Paul, “These were more noble than those in 

Thessalonica, in that they received the word with all readiness of mind, and searched the 

scriptures daily, whether those things were so” (Acts 17:11). The church also speaks of 

finances often in the church. A tithe of every member in addition to an offering is 

required. The churches teaching on this subject originate from the following Old 

Testament passage: 

Will a man rob God? Yet ye have robbed me. But ye say, Wherein have we 

robbed thee? In tithes and offerings.  

Ye are cursed with a curse: for ye have robbed me, even this whole nation.  

Bring ye all the tithes into the storehouse, that there may be meat in mine house, 

and prove me now herewith, saith the Lord of hosts, if I will not open you the 

windows of heaven, and pour you out a blessing, that there shall not be room 

enough to receive it. (Malachi 3:8-10) 

A tithe is a common teaching in most churches, but most IFBC teach about “giving until 

it hurts” and many border on preaching a prosperity gospel. Sex is another major issue in 
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the IFBC movement and it does not just include pre-marital or extra-marital sex but also 

the boundaries of sex in marriage. Some churches teach that any sex besides sex for the 

need to procreate is outside of what God intended and is yielding to a baser side, 

“Nevertheless, to avoid fornication, let every man have his own wife, and let every 

woman have her own husband” (1 Corinthians 7:2). Others teach that sex within the 

bounds of marriage is sacred and a gift of God. Most pastors teach that not all sexual acts 

are godly and some are sins. The church teaches that certain actions, such as oral sex or 

anal sex are not biblical. One bible college expresses this belief in the following text: 

We believe that God has commanded that no intimate physical activity be 

engaged in outside of marriage between a man and a woman. We believe that any 

form of homosexuality, lesbianism, bisexuality, bestiality, incest, fornication, 

adultery, and pornography is a sinful perversion of God’s original intent for a 

physical relationship between a husband and wife. (Genesis 2:24; Leviticus 18:1-

30; Romans 1:20-32; I Corinthians 5:1, 6:9; 1 Thessalonians 4:1-8; Hebrews 13:4) 

(Trinity Baptist Bible College, 2005, p. 14)  

The teachings of the church that control even the finances and sex life of the member 

make these personal decisions public doctrine.  

With these rigid structures, the experience of becoming a member of the IFBC 

requires an identity replacement, tearing down previously held beliefs that a new convert 

may have and replacing them with the beliefs of the church. Most IFBC teach that the 

world has enough individuals that are in professional occupations, and that it is the 

mission of church members to be leaders in spiritual warfare. This occupation is the 

highest calling anyone could receive, because it represents the call of God to become a 
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pastor, missionary, or pastor’s wife. This often creates a mentality in the members that 

this is what they should do and is reinforced by church leadership with mantras such as; 

“If I had 999 lives to live I would be a preacher in every one of them”. Many children 

heard this statement often and hearing it repeatedly serves to socialize them into this 

environment. Members that surrendered to serve invoke a deeper sense of identity when 

the pastor makes these statements from the pulpit. However, even members that never 

feel the call of God to preach and never surrender to the ministry are still encouraged to 

go to a Bible college for a thirteenth year of school. This serves to deepen the identity of 

the member even further before entering society. Most Bible colleges have rules similar 

to the following:  

Each student accepts the responsibility to actively uphold the Code of Conduct 

and to refrain from any action that would be detrimental to spiritual growth, the 

safety or well-being of others, or that would impair the ability of others to follow 

the Code of Conduct (1 Peter 2:11; Romans 14:13). For this reason, students are 

expected to abstain from any illegal or prohibited activities including use, 

possession or association with alcohol, tobacco, and illicit drugs; pornography or 

sexual immorality; dancing; profanity or obscenity; harassment, abuse and 

discrimination; gambling; stealing and satanic practices. (Pensacola Christian 

College, 2014, p. 11) 

The church echoes this intense responsibility and preparation.  

Through these teachings and the power of the pulpit, members are relieved of 

having to make decisions, because they simply follow what the pastor tells them. In 

addition, the church has many restrictions on how members can interact with the 
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community. In many cases, individuals are encouraged to seek relationships and 

fellowship only in the church. The church preaches against public school as an option for 

children, and instead, mothers are encouraged to stay home and homeschool these 

children. Many members of the church, especially those who grow up in it, rarely 

experience life outside of the church. A typical week for a teenager in an IFBC would 

include no activities outside of the church or family environment. Through this close 

control of the members, the church is able to recreate the rules of the church from 

generation to generation. These organizational norms, which include beliefs of hierarchy, 

subordination, and punishment, were the focus of this project, as this control of all 

aspects of a member’s life is what makes this organization a TO.   

The United States Military 

The organization of the USM is familiar and known for the hierarchical vertical 

form as well as the rigidity of leadership. From the moment, individuals arrive at basic 

training until the day they leave the organization they always have someone over them 

and never have a chance to be the one in complete control of making decisions. Much 

like the IFBC, many of the USM codes and regulations have been in existence for years 

and the USM still reproduces them. One reason for this is that the USM has a Uniform 

Code of Military Justice (UCMJ) that every branch follows and is utilized to force 

conformity not only across units but also across branches. The UCMJ in the USM is the 

equivalent of the Bible in the IFBC and although the members know man created the 

UCMJ, they believe that the creators had the best interest of the country at heart and 

therefore members must follow it. Although branches can amend some regulations to be 

more restrictive than what is in the UCMJ, they cannot make a regulation laxer. Because 
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the UCMJ is the loosest form of regulations in the USM, it was utilized to examine the 

qualities of the USM that contribute to it as a TO.  

The punitive codes of the UCMJ are found in subchapter X and include over sixty 

specific punishable offenses, culminating with a general code to cover anything that the 

document did not specify in the other parts of the document. These codes are extremely 

detailed and specific, covering all aspects of a member’s life and removing agency and 

the ability to be an individual from members in nearly all situations. To discuss every 

code was not the purpose of this paper, but it was necessary to discuss enough codes to 

establish the military as TOs that limit member agency. The first section directly deals 

with matters of military decorum and action. One noticeable code was 883. ART. 83 that 

states: 

Any person who procures his own enlistment or appointment in the armed forces 

by knowingly false representation or deliberate concealment as to his 

qualifications for the enlistment or appointment and receives pay or allowances 

thereunder; or procures his own separation from the armed forces by knowingly 

false representation or deliberate concealment as to his eligibility for that 

separation shall be punished as a court-martial may direct. 

Although this code may seem innocuous, the USM uses it to threaten USM members 

often as almost all applications have some misinformation or omitted parts to them. Even 

if a member truly forgot about an incident that happened when they were younger, if the 

USM finds out about it and wants to expel the member from the service they can under 

this code. This allows officers to limit the voice and actions of a disruptive member 

quickly and effectively. Another clear control mechanism utilized by officers in the USM 
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appears in code 888. ART. 88. Contempt Toward Officials. This code states,  

Any commissioned officer who uses contemptuous words against the President, 

the Vice President, Congress, the Secretary of Defense, the Secretary of a military 

department, the Secretary of Transportation, or the Governor or legislature of any 

State, Territory, Commonwealth, or possession in which he was on duty or 

present shall be punished as a court-martial may direct. 

While this only applies to commissioned officers, it removes a significant portion of their 

free speech and does not allow them to speak ill of any member of government. This is 

the beginning of the hierarchical establishment and mirrors the hierarchy of the IFBC. 

Directly after this code is a code about disrespect toward a superior commissioned 

officer, then a code about insubordinate conduct toward a warrant officer, 

noncommissioned officer, or petty officer, concluding with a code making it a punishable 

offense to fail to obey lawful orders or regulations. This clearly demonstrates that every 

member of the USM must obey someone and follow the articles of the UCMJ. These 

codes, and the punishments associated with them, create a situation where all members 

must obey and conform to whatever the superior officer says. 

Multiple codes go beyond the normal laws of the United States for how a member 

of the USM can act in public, which leads to members seeing themselves as different 

from the public and creating a new identity that is different from that of a civilian. For 

example, it is against the UCMJ for a member of the USM to duel (including fighting), 

breach the peace, use provoking speech or gestures, and commits adultery to name a few. 

One specific code that describes the serious of these codes is 920. ART. 120. Rape and 

Carnal Knowledge, which states: 
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Any person subject to this chapter who commits an act of sexual intercourse with 

a female not his wife, by force and without consent, is guilty of rape and shall be 

punished by death or such other punishment as a court-martial may direct. 

This threat of death is an illustration of many of the punishments for USM members and 

the severity compared to other laws of the country. The final code states: 

Though not specifically mentioned in this chapter, all disorders and neglects to 

the prejudice of good order and discipline in the armed forces, all conduct of a 

nature to bring discredit upon the armed forces, and crimes and offenses not 

capital, of which persons subject to this chapter may be guilty, shall be taken 

cognizance of by a general, special or summary court-martial, according to the 

nature and degree of the offense, and shall be punished at the discretion of that 

court. (UCMJ, 934. ART. 134.) 

This code gives superiors a tremendous ability to pressure subordinates because they can 

find almost any slight misbehavior to punish the subordinate severely. Thus, not only 

does this code limit agency through these structures but also through the uncertainty 

created in the mind of the member and the belief that whatever a superior officer says 

goes. 

Like the IFBC, the private lives of military members are also closely controlled. 

Although legislation has passed, allowing homosexuals to serve in the USM there is still 

a code that states, “Any person subject to this chapter who engages in unnatural carnal 

copulation with another person of the same or opposite sex or with an animal is guilty of 

sodomy” (UCMJ, 925. ART. 125.). Finances are also heavily monitored by the USM 

with routine credit checks and monitoring to ensure debts are paid and there is a severe 
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statute for writing a bad check and for being late on paying bills (UCMJ, 923. ART. 123). 

Dress and appearance are strictly enforced by branches of the USM but there are not 

specific provisions for them in the UCMJ. However, the previously mentioned general 

code usually covers these violations. 

Punishments for these violations range widely in severity. The most important 

aspect of the UCMJ is 815. ART. 15. Commanding Officers Non-Judicial Punishment as 

this is the most used punishment in the military it allows a unit commander to punish 

anyone under his command without a trial. This ultimate authority was equivalent to the 

authority of a Pastor in a church as they both claim to be operating in a manner that is 

best for the organization as a whole and based on the guiding documents of the 

organization. 

Subject to subsection (a) any commanding officer may, in addition to or in lieu of 

admonition or reprimand, impose one or more of the following disciplinary 

punishments for minor offenses without the intervention of a court-martial-- 

(1) upon officers of his command-- 

(A) restriction to certain specified limits, with or without suspension from duty, 

for not more than 30 consecutive days; 

(B) if imposed by an officer exercising general court-martial jurisdictions or an 

officer of general flag rank in command-- 

(i) arrest in quarters for not more than 30 consecutive days; 

(ii) forfeiture of not more than one-half of one month's pay per month for two 

months; 

(iii) restriction to certain specified limits, with or without suspension from duty, 
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for not more than 60 consecutive days; 

(iv) detention of not more than one-half of one month's pay per month for three 

months; 

(2) upon other personnel of his command-- 

(A) if imposed upon a person attached to or embarked in a vessel, confinement on 

bread and water or diminished rations for not more than three consecutive days; 

(B) correctional custody for not more than seven consecutive days; 

(C) forfeiture of not more than seven days' pay; 

(D) reduction to the next inferior pay grade, if the grade from which demoted was 

within the promotion authority of the officer imposing the reduction or any officer 

subordinate to the one who imposes the reduction; 

(E) extra duties, including fatigue or other duties, for not more than 14 

consecutive days; 

(F) restriction to certain specified limits, with or without suspension from duty, 

for not more than 14 consecutive days; 

(G) detention of not more than 14 days' pay; 

As mentioned in this code punishments can vary widely from confinement to bread and 

water rations to loss of pay, however, the loss of rank and pay is the most often used 

threat to force member conformity and this code can be used for any offense. There are 

severe legal consequences for breaking rules of the UCMJ whereas the IFBC teaches 

severe moral consequences for disobeying the Bible. While these manifestations of 

punishments are different, they could have the same impact on members of these 

organizations. The similarity of severe punishments, extreme hierarchy, and restricted 
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individualization of members of the USM mimic those in the IFBC and additionally show 

that the researcher must also evaluate the USM as a TO.  

Rationale for this Study 

The extended influence of rigid structures of both the IFBC and USM align with 

the definition of a totalistic organization, which instills fundamental values that reach into 

all other areas of the members’ lives, involve primary relationships, and require absolute 

fealty (Hinderaker, 2015). These rigid identification and assimilation methods could limit 

the agency that individual members of the organization feel, because they are risking 

either their physical or spiritual life. The military is not an organization you can leave or 

disobey and neither, arguably, is the church (Mildon, Moore & Dixon, 2004). If the 

beliefs of the church are so ingrained in the mind of the individual that they will lose 

status in heaven and lose heavenly rewards, as well as the family cost of being an outcast, 

they stay in the organization and arguably remain quiet with little to no ability to change 

the organization. 

Both the military and IFBC involve rigorous assimilation processes. There are 

individuals that join the military with no family influence just as there are members that 

join the church that have no family in the church, but both may involve multi-

generational indoctrination (e.g. cradle members of the faith, or second- or third-

generation military families). The learning of structures through the assimilation process 

may differ for each of these groups. Understanding the ways these organizations produce, 

maintain, and reproduce these structures, required an examination of the process of 

assimilating into these TOs. Members of these groups must internalize fundamental 

values, presumably through deep identification. This study, therefore, examined these 
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groups through the lens of three groups of organizational communication theory: 

structuration, identification, and assimilation. Giddens (1984) viewed organizations as 

systems guided by the production and reproduction of system norms, or structures. 

Researchers normally view Gidden’s structuration theory as the explanation of duality of 

structure and assuming all individuals have agency, however, Giddens himself thought of 

parts of this theory as a critical theory in that it could limit the agency of members of the 

organization (Banks & Riley, 1993). The level of agency, however, may vary widely by 

organization. Certain organizational forms, in particular, may limit agency through rigid 

structures. Many scholars believe agency always exists, but if there are structures that 

prohibit members from being able to exit (e.g. U.S. Military) then the availability, and 

feasibility of agency must be questioned (Banks & Riley, 1993; Gossett 2006). Most 

organizations provide individuals the ability to enact agency even if the only option is the 

ability to leave the organization. However, members of TOs may not have this same 

agency. Suggesting that organizational form may change perceived agency and that 

organizations considered as totalistic may limit the agency of the member by limiting 

many resistance strategies up to and including exit. 

The most crucial piece of any organization is its members. Even though members 

are essential to the existence of an organization, some researchers of organizational 

communication appear to examine the organization as depicted through the narratives 

created by leadership. The lived experiences of members are essential to understanding 

the organization, because “while we are sympathetic to the postmodern call for multiple 

voices in academic endeavors, it is not because we think all ideas are equal, but because 

they are all part of the discourse” (Banks & Riley, 1993, p. 168). Allowing members’ 
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access to tell their stories could expose a different viewpoint of the organization one that 

may differ from research conducted by member surveys, examining official documents, 

or speaking with leaders.   

Scott, Corman, and Cheney (1998) proposed a new model of structuration 

coupled with identification positing that identification reproduces structures by creating 

duplicate member mindsets with no divergent ideas (Cheney & Tompkins, 1987). This 

viewpoint allows for a new perspective of the process by which members learn, 

internalize, and accept structures as part of their identity. It was the researcher’s belief 

that examining assimilation in conjunction with this earlier research of structurational 

identification would better describe the experiences and actions of members of TOs. This 

was because the stronger organizational values and expectations in TOs do not allow 

members to assimilate alone but additionally, to replace their previous identity with a 

new one. These organizations represent a different cultural environment from traditional 

corporate organizations that researchers have studied in most organizational research. 

The two most easily identifiable reasons why members of TOs represent a different 

population than a traditional organization are the high amount of identification required 

to become a part of the organization and the rigorous assimilation process (Gibson & 

Papa, 2000; Myers, 2005; Willis, 1977). 
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CHAPTER TWO. REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

This study examined the ways that assimilation, structuration, and identification 

intersect and overlap in organizational forms. The researcher developed this study in a 

way that allowed examination of the intersections of these three bodies of literature to see 

the phenomena occurring in the Independent Fundamental Baptist Church (IFBC) or the 

United States Military (USM) most clearly. Assimilation provides the best understanding 

of the communicative processes that occur before a member enters an organization as 

well as the developmental process of the member during their first experiences with an 

organization. Through this assimilation process, the researcher could best understand how 

members learn the rules and resources applicable to each organization. These key factors 

constitute what Giddens (1984) would consider the structures of the organization. Once 

the individual has knowledge, both of these rules and of resources, they can choose to 

accept these structures through internalization or they can choose to reject these 

structures and attempt to personalize the organizational form to their personal beliefs. 

The researcher could best interpret participants’ stories by applying the literature of 

identification.  

Because of the increased ferocity with which most totalistic organizations (TOs) 

uphold their structures there is little to no room for personalization of the individual and 

therefore, during the assimilation process in which structures are learned, individuals 

cannot negotiate a role in the organization. This researcher believed that a combination of 

these theoretical views provided the best lens with which to examine TOs. The purpose 

of the following review is to highlight the specific parts of existing literature on each of 

the three theoretical works that the researcher utilized in this study.  
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Assimilation 

The application of organizational assimilation is essential to the understanding of 

the adoption and propagation of norms in TOs. Researchers generally regard assimilation 

as the way in which new members are exposed to organizational beliefs and values. 

These members then must cognitively reconcile these beliefs and values with previously 

held ideas in order to become members of the organization. Schein (1971) and Van 

Maanen (1978) first studied the idea of organizational assimilation in the 1970s. 

Although it is an accepted construct by many communication scholars, there is a divide in 

scholarship as to how organizational assimilation occurs, as well as the manner in which 

it should be studied (Waldeck & Meyers, 2007). This division of scholarship necessitates 

a clear definition of terms used in conjunction with this construct. The encounter phase of 

the assimilation process, or the way that members describe the process of becoming a 

part of the organization for the first time and learning the rules of the organization 

(DiSanza, 1995; Jablin, 2001), was the central focus of this study. Because of the focus 

on the ways, members make sense of the organization through this element of 

scholarship; it was the most applicable portion of assimilation to examine in this study. 

The construct of assimilation, as used in this research, took a systematic approach 

to discover how individuals integrate into a TO (Cashman, Dansereau, Graen & Haga 

1976; Jablin, 1982; Porter 1975). The development of the construct by communication 

scholars focuses on the unabridged process instead of the narrow focus proposed by Van 

Maanen (1978). Applied to this study, this view allowed for an improved explanation of 

the diverse phases of assimilation instead of limiting assimilation to an individual’s range 

of experiences. The variation of members’ accounts presents an expectation that although 
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members may experience assimilation differently, based on factors such as personal 

experience and beliefs (Van Maanen & Schein, 1979), a more profound analysis of these 

individual stories revealed a broader description of the organizational processes than just 

highlighting surface level similarities or differences. 

In 2001, Jablin published his most comprehensive view of assimilation. Jablin 

reclassified the phases of assimilation in his chapter and narrowed the general phases 

from four (anticipatory socialization, encounter, metamorphosis, and exit) to three 

(anticipatory socialization, entry, and exit); although the phases were reduced in number, 

the subdivisions of the phases increased. Jablin elucidated the problem with a phasic 

model of the study of assimilation in the following paragraph:   

Although none of these models has been thoroughly tested, extant studies have 

produced mixed results with respect to the notion that most newcomers exhibit 

kinds of attitudes at discrete stages of the assimilation process. There are a 

number of likely reasons for these results (p. 758) 

The problem with phasic versions from Jablin’s perspective was that the phases are not 

adequately distinct, as described below: 

A common problem faced by researchers was determining when one stage of 

assimilation was ending and another was beginning. Generally speaking, 

researchers have adopted a chronological approach to depicting when one stage of 

the process ends and another begins… Thus, while most stage models of the 

assimilation process posit certain kinds of behavioral and attitudinal “markers” 

(sic) as indicative of transitions from one phase to another, few studies have 

actually employed these criteria to determine shifts across stages (p. 758).  
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For this reason, data collection in this research process focused on two of the three 

general phases of assimilation, anticipatory socialization, and entry. Due to the almost 

indistinguishable difference between the subcategories of entry, the researcher theorized 

that the general phase a member was in at the time of the experience was more important 

than the subcategory of entry that they were experiencing. Principles of anticipatory 

socialization and entry identified by Jablin are still necessary though for a thorough 

understanding of the communicative processes occurring during organizational entry. 

Defining these principles was essential to this study and began with an 

understanding of anticipatory socialization. Anticipatory socialization occurs when an 

individual actively begins to seek information about the organization they are about to 

join. There are two principal types of information seeking: organizational and 

occupational. Organizational information seeking occurs when the individual attempts to 

gain information about the specific organization they seek to join. Occupational 

information seeking is the point at which the individual looks for information on the field 

as a whole. Types of information seeking include talking to employees, reading career 

rankings, exploring organizational websites, and interacting with members (Jablin, 

McComb, & Bostrom 1984; Jablin, Krone, Berger, & Chaffec, 1987; Jablin, 2001). The 

second phase, entry, occurs, as the individual becomes a member of the organization and 

with the authenticities of organizational form. There are multiple information gathering 

strategies individuals use to determine the norms of the organization they have entered 

including formal training and current member influence (Jablin, Mccomb, & Bostrom 

1984; Jablin, Krone, Berger, & Chaffec, 1987; Jablin 2001).  

Structuration Theory 
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Assimilation aids in the understanding of how new members learn structures that 

are explained in structuration theory. Structuration provided a means to study the rules 

and resources, or structures, present in an organization. Given the inflexible rules of TOs, 

an understanding of organizational structuration was necessary. Poole and McPhee 

(2005) provided an overview of the development of structuration theory. The opening 

sentence to their work reads, “Some ideas and events can be attributed to the zeitgeist, the 

spirit of the times, rather than to any single scholar or group. Structuration was one such 

idea” (p. 171). Giddens (1984) provided theoretical requirements with his articulation of 

structuration theory. Giddens outlined elements of structuration theory so that researchers 

could appropriately apply the theory.  

According to Giddens (1984), an actor in structuration theory is the individual 

member of the organization participating in the organizational environment. The 

researcher defined participation as taking part in something; for the purpose of this study, 

further clarification of participation was essential. Participation not only involves an 

individual taking part in an organization, but also doing so in an active rather than passive 

manner. The researcher recognized active participation as characterized by being 

frequently involved with the organization. This elucidation was crucial because 

individuals claiming to be members of a particular organization, but that are not actively 

participating in the organization, did not have enough experience with the organization to 

provide valuable assessments. Conversely, individuals that grew up in the organization 

may have had organizational mantras ingrained in them so that they cannot provide a 

view that was different from the view of the organization. Giddens also indicated that 

actors have the ability to engage in a manner that affects the organizational context and 
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flow, commonly referred to as agency. Giddens (1984) provided a concise definition, 

“agency refers not to the intentions people have in doing things but to their capability of 

doing those things in the first place” (p. 9). Therefore, if a member of an organization has 

a desire for some change to take place but has no way to enact such change, the member 

does not have agency. Mumby (2005) argues that individuals always have agency in 

organizational environments. However, researchers must be careful to draw a line 

between agency and perceived agency. If a member does have ability to dissent and react 

against the organization but does not realize that they can enact that dissent, because of 

the rigid rules of the organization, then that member does not truly have access to agency. 

This appears to be the case in TOs as members often face tremendous consequences for 

dissent such as excommunication from the church or jail time for members of the USM. 

This distinction of agency and perceived agency was vital to the understanding of 

whether an individual can cognitively process that they can enact dissent or push for 

change even if they have the intention to do so. Researchers must evaluate individuals’ 

intentions separately from their actions.  

A further complication of actions is the level of a members’ consciousness. 

Previous research suggested that consciousness has three levels: discursive, practical, and 

unconscious. Discursive is when actors are able to describe to a third party reasons of 

why they abide by organizational structures. Practical consciousness is when workers that 

utilize skill or knowledge that they cannot put into words. Unconscious is the most vital 

piece of consciousness as it involves an action that becomes so routine that an individual 

member cannot even raise any awareness about why the action occurs (Poole & McPhee, 

2005). A practical example of this concept is when in early military training recruits are 
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to have their right hand empty at all times. The reason given to recruits as to why this is 

important is so their hand can be ready to salute an officer that they may walk past. The 

recruit accepts this structure, or rule, and walks with an empty right hand. Recruits do so 

to the point that this activity is in the recruits’ mind and after a few weeks become so 

normal that it is a part of them. Upon entering a combat zone, where a soldier cannot 

salute, soldiers still keep their right hand free and if a confrontation arises, they are able 

to quickly draw and aim their weapon. This instilled behavior is an action and therefore 

reflects a level of agency, albeit a lower amount of agency than that of an actor that was 

operating in discursive, or even practical, consciousness. 

Giddens (1984) makes a clear distinction between structures and systems. 

Giddens defined structures as the rules and resources that are transformational and govern 

the agency available to the actors in the organization. Structures can be either explicitly 

or implicitly set and can either enhance or diminish the ability of the actor. These 

proposed structures lead to governance and reproduction of structure: the process 

Giddens called structuration. Structuration is not present simply because there is the 

presence of structure. It is present when the structure replicates throughout the 

organization and its members. As a rule, the larger an organization, the more defined the 

rules and resources are (Giddens, 1984).  

Creating interdependence between these two otherwise independent items of 

actors and structures creates a need to demonstrate how and why they are interdependent; 

Giddens (1984) explained this as a duality of structure. Other scholars also recognized the 

duality of structure as grounded in the premise that the production by actors was 

dependent on the structure and that both act simultaneously as a dualistic phenomenon 



THE MIND OF A WARRIOR  43 

 

(Banks & Riley, 1993; Giddens, 1984; Ravasi & Rekom, 2003). Giddens (1984) 

described the interaction in this manner: “The flow of action continually produces 

consequences which are unintended by actors, and these unintended consequences also 

may form unacknowledged conditions of action in a feedback fashion (p. 27).” Poole and 

McPhee (2005) describe agency as changeable “Practices involve improvisation, because 

there are always differences in how they are carried out, depending on the context” (p. 

174). The problem with this duality is that it presumes the actor has the agency to resist 

or change the structure. While this is likely the case in most organizations, TOs have 

highly rigid rules and do not accept deviation. The reflexivity, or ability to enact agency 

is virtually non-existent (Hinderaker, 2015). 

Identification 

Cheney’s (1983) organizational identification research complements structuration 

theory as described by Giddens (1984) as researchers can utilize identification concepts 

to understand why organizational members internalize beliefs, norms, and values of the 

organization. Cheney examined just how much impact identification has on employees’ 

actions on the job, finding a positive correlation with higher levels of identification and 

consistent employee action. Although some scholars believe that individuals will not 

continue in organizational forms that they find stigmatizing (Tracy & Tretheway, 2005), 

TOs challenge this idea when the stigmatization by society may actually serve to 

reinforce the member’s presence in the organization. One possible reason for this is that 

identification in TOs requires an identity replacement, tearing down previously held 

beliefs and replacing them with those of the organization (Hinderaker, 2015; Paoline, 

2003; Paoline, 2004).  
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Cheney (1983) described identification as both process and product: the process 

of organizational fostering of belief in values and norms, and the product of those efforts. 

Scott, Corman, and Cheney (1998) argued that identification was the strongest form of 

attachment between the organization and the individual member. Thus, these researchers 

proposed that structuration combined with identification provides the best view of 

communicative events. The issue raised is that if the structures in place influence the 

identity of the member and create an environment in which the members are not able to 

be true to their own identity, but must conform to the identity of the organization, then 

the individual has no true agency. Scott, Corman, and Cheney also proposed a duality of 

identity that mirrors that of duality of structure. They suggested that the identity of an 

individual and the identification of the individual are in constant dialectical tension, 

pulling the individual one way or another. Poole and McPhee (2005) described this 

theory as “linked not only to commitment to an organization but also to personal identity” 

(p. 180).  

This description showed a constant need for self-evaluation and reconstruction to 

ensure that the identification the individual adopts is in tandem with the identity that 

represents their true self. Scott, Corman, and Cheney (1998) argued that the identity of an 

individual is constantly changing and adapting due to both internal and external factors of 

the individual (Poole & McPhee, 2005). However, it is foreseeably harder for an 

individual member to retain an identity that is in constant conflict with an unchangeable 

structure of an organization leading to the member either redeveloping their identity or 

exiting the organization. As discussed by Hinderaker (2015), many members of TOs 

cannot leave the organization either physically or mentally because of the high 
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indoctrination and identification commitment toward the organization.  

Theoretical Framework 

TOs, such as the IFBC and USM, grounded in hierarchy and rigid structures, 

allowed for an examination of extreme organizational forms that have the highest chance, 

theoretically, to dominate their members. This was especially relevant because as Poole 

and McPhee (2005) stated “we agree that more recent developments in Gidden’s (sic) 

[structuration theory] pay too little attention to inequities and dominance” (p. 172). Scott, 

Corman, and Cheney (1998) established the foundation of linking structuration and 

identification, but the present research attempted to extend theory further by examining 

identification in organizations that require an arguably higher level of identification than 

most. Extending on this metatheoretical perspective, the framework for this research 

considered this structurational identification model in conjunction with the assimilation 

process to provide a view of what the organizations expect from members and what the 

members expect from the organizations. Furthermore, the researcher examined the 

negotiation of these expectations when in conflict. The researcher examined assimilation 

to see if this intense assimilation process did indeed bolster identification thereby creating 

a greater desire by members to abide by the structures in place. This study was unique in 

that it extended previous research and applied it to show the similarities of two 

theoretically dissimilar organizations. The combination of the tenets of these theories led 

the researcher to ask the following questions: 

RQ 1: How do members describe the assimilation experiences of the USM and 

IFBC? 

RQ 2: How do newcomers learn and enact structures during the encounter phase 
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of organizational assimilation into the USM and IFBC? 

RQ 3: How do members describe identifying with the organizations of the USM 

and IFBC? 
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CHAPTER THREE. METHODS 

This study explored the assimilation experiences of present and former members 

belonging to either the Independent Fundamental Baptist Church (IFBC) or the United 

States Military (USM) through the lens of structurational identification and assimilation. 

Both of these organizations have distinctive cultures and utilize unique vocabularies to 

describe specific traditions and norms inside of the organizational system. The best way 

to compare these two samples was through the study of the lived experiences of 

newcomers in each group.  

Research Design 

This research employed qualitative methods to give voice to the lived experiences 

of participants that may or may not align with official organizational statements. 

Qualitative methods also allowed the researcher to interpret vocabulary particular to the 

IFBC and USM, and to ask questions that the researcher could not convey equally to both 

groups without different survey devices. The researcher collected data through semi-

structured interviews using six guiding questions, asking follow-up questions as needed 

(Oetzel, Meares, & Fukomoto, 2003; Porter & Samovar, 2003). The researcher informed 

participants of their ability to continually consent to the interview process. One 

participant did revoke consent during data collection, and the researcher removed the 

participant from the study. 

Researcher Position 

Because the researcher has been a member of both of the organizations explored 

in this study, a disclosure of involvement in both groups and a status is necessary. The 

researcher joined the IFBC with his family at the age of thirteen and continued in the 
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church until the age of twenty-four. He is no longer an active member of the church, 

although his parents are still heavily involved in the church and his father is an IFBC 

pastor. At twenty-five years old, the researcher joined the USM, serving in the Army as a 

combat medic where he served one tour in Iraq and was medically retired from the army 

at the age of twenty-eight. The researcher has no ill will or malicious intent for either of 

these organizations. This unique position allowed the researcher to have some contacts in 

these organizations to begin the process of snowball sampling. The researcher could also 

interpret the data more easily than a researcher that has never been a member of either 

group because the present researcher can understand and interpret the unique language 

used by these members. 

Sampling 

Participants were recruited through snowball sampling beginning with the 

personal contacts and social media outreach of the researcher (Browne, 2005; Hoyle, 

Harris & Judd, 2002; Sadler, Lee, Lim & Fullerton, 2010). Participants were restricted to 

members of two groups. The first group was comprised of individuals identifying as 

current or former members of an IFBC that the church converted and were not pastors. 

The second group was contained individuals that were self-described as either current or 

former members of the USM did not grow up in a military household and were not 

commissioned officers. Member restrictions of household environment were in place to 

control for other experiences that may contribute to member identity. Restricting 

participants to first-generation members of their respective organizations, conceivably, 

created a sample that was able to cognitively recall and express their personal 

experiences of joining these organizations. The reason leadership was excluded from this 
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study was because of the hierarchical nature of these organizations and the inherent 

differences in experience between leadership of these organizations and members of 

these organizations. 

The researcher recruited participants to data saturation point. The final samples 

are as follows: (N=15) with the IFBC (n=8) and the USM (n=7) (see Table 1). The 

demographics of the groups are as follows: IFBC gender (male=4, female=4), USM 

gender (male=5, female=2) (see Table 2); IFBC race (white=6, Hispanic=2), USM race 

(white=4, Hispanic=2, black=1) (see Table 3); IFBC membership status (current=4, 

past=4), USM membership status (current=3, past=4) (see Table 4). 

Snowball sampling was the most appropriate method of participant recruitment 

because both of these populations are difficult to access for a number of reasons. One 

reason for this method was the relatively small population to draw from. The Veterans 

Administration (2014) estimated that there are approximately 22.5 million past and 

present USM members in the United States. The Pew Forum on Religious and Public 

Life (2015) estimated that there are around 7.85 million IFBC members in the United 

States. The researcher drastically reduced the number of qualified participants, however, 

with the application of sampling restrictions. The greatest challenge however was finding 

members that fit the criteria and were willing to talk to the researcher. Many churches 

and military units instruct members not to talk to the media or researchers, and if they do, 

to speak in general terms about what should be happening as opposed to specific terms 

about what is happening. Because of this, many members would simply rather avoid 

interacting with researchers as members perceived a higher risk than any potential 

reward.   
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Therefore, finding members that were willing to talk about their experiences was 

difficult. Members often declined interviews in both organizations if they were still active 

members. Some pastors requested that the researcher not contact any of their members 

for interviews. Former members were more willing to participate, but even they tended to 

be hesitant until they had received reassurance of anonymity. Some former members 

simply did not want to talk about that period of their lives. 

Data Collection 

This research utilized the words of participants to describe their own lived 

experiences entering the IFBC and the USM. This approach to the research process 

privileged the voices of the participants and allowed themes to emerge from the data 

(Berg, 2001; Stringer, 1999). The researcher collected data through semi-structured 

interviews, using a set of guiding questions, which are included in Appendix A. After the 

researcher asked these initial questions, the researcher asked follow up questions as 

needed that allowed the participants individual experiences to emerge during the 

discourse (Berg, 2001). This method allowed for maximum flexibility and spontaneity to 

follow particular lines of questioning and thought that arose during the course of the 

interview and best captured participant perceptions of their lived experiences (Berg, 

2001; Guion, Diehl & McDonald, 2011; Jankowski & Jensen, 2002; Stringer, 1999; 

Weiss, 1995).  

The researcher conducted interviews through virtual conferencing (Skype and 

FaceTime), face to face, and telephone interviews. At the beginning of the interview, the 

researcher explained the intent of the study and the rights of the participant to stop the 

interview at any time as well as to refuse to answer any question to the interviewees. The 
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researcher also asked participants for permission to record the conversation for 

transcription purposes and the researcher ensured collection of signed consent forms 

before proceeding. The researcher followed the interview protocol as closely as possible 

with additional questions asked as needed to allow the participant to explain their 

experience as fully and adequately as they could. 

The length of interviews rested entirely on what the participant wished to share. 

There was no cutoff point for an interview being too long or too short, as the goal of the 

researcher was to receive adequate answers to the questions in the interview protocol. 

Transcription of all interviews yielded 55 pages (17,015 words) of data. Transcribed 

IFBC interviews ranged between one page (420 words) and six pages (1,938 words) with 

an average of 3.38 pages (1,020.38 words) per interview. USM transcriptions ranged 

between one page (390 words) and six pages (1,782 words), with an average of four 

pages (1,264.57 words) of data. There was one outlier in the USM sample that only spoke 

390 transcribed words, which was 320 words less than the next lowest USM response. 

Participants of the IFBC spoke an evenly distributed amount of words.  

The researcher recorded interviews on a cell phone and then immediately 

transferred the recording to two external hard drives in order to ensure confidentiality and 

security. Electronic consent forms were also stored on external hard drives. One hard 

drive was locked in the researchers’ office to which only he has a key, while the other 

hard drive and hard copy consent forms were locked in a fireproof safe to which only the 

researcher has access. 

Data Analysis 
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The researcher transcribed interviews from recordings using selective 

transcription, identifying the vital pieces of the interview and eliminating data unrelated 

(Edwards & Lampert, 2014) to the experiences of assimilation and structurational 

identification. The researcher conducted analysis in a three-step system of open, 

inductive, and deductive analysis, a variation of open and axial coding (Corbin & Strauss, 

2008; Edwards & Lampert, 2014, Lindlof & Taylor, 2002). The researcher coded an 

analyzed participant interviews in a random order with the use of a random number 

generator to reduce researcher intrusion on the interviews and allow for the emic themes 

to be the guide in developing codes as opposed to etic themes. Etic themes occur when 

the researcher imposes schema of the researcher upon the data. While emic themes 

emerge from the data through the voices of participants. The desired outcome of this 

method of analysis was to reduce etic impingement upon the data, which allowed themes 

to emerge, and privileged emic themes (Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Edwards & Lampert, 

2014; Guion, Diehl & McDonald, 2011; Jankowski & Jensen, 2002; Lindlof & Taylor, 

2002). 

In the first stage of coding, the researcher listened to recordings of interviews to 

develop general impressions and select pertinent sections for transcription. The 

researcher transcribed all material related to the IFBC, USM, assimilation, structurational 

identification, and other relevant topics. Eliminated data included small talk, researcher 

explanations of the interviewing procedures, and other researcher and participant 

comments not explicitly related to the subject matter of this study. The researcher 

completed verbatim transcriptions of relevant interview portions.  
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The second, or inductive, stage of coding involved open coding, or reading data to 

allow patterns and themes to emerge from the data. After the researcher identified the 

emergent themes, recorded, and compared them, he collapsed categories to develop a 

coding schema that reflected the emergent patterned themes revealed in open coding 

(Edwards & Lampert, 2014; Priest, Roberts & Woods, 2002; Strauss & Corbin, 1990; 

Wright, 1999).   

The third stage of coding was axial, or deductive (Priest, Roberts & Woods, 

2002). Using the schema developed in open coding, the researcher conducted a close 

reading and coding of data into established categories. The researcher used a system of 

color-coding to mark data according to compliance with the established category. The 

researcher coded data into more than one category where overlap necessitated such 

action. 

Of the transcribed interview results, the researcher coded 53 pages, 1,105 lines, 

and 17,015 words. For the purpose of overall analysis, the researcher counted portions of 

responses only once toward the previously mentioned overall numbers of coded lines and 

words, which represented 98.84% of the lines and 98.57% of the words captured. Nine 

categories emerged from participant responses with six of the nine categories containing 

two or more subcategories. The nine categories that a deep analysis of the data revealed 

were: Decision to Join, Organizational Entry, Adoption of Rules, Authority, Forced 

Displays of Identification, Criticism, Fear, Oppressed Groups, and Belief in Change.  

This system of open and axial coding allowed the researcher to develop a coding 

set that permitted the scholar to bind together the stories of participant lived experiences 

in a manner that best enabled the researcher to construct a larger picture of organization 
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entry (Ellis, 1992). The researcher assigned pseudonyms to the participants based off the 

most popular baby names of 2015 during the transcription process. The researcher did not 

refer to the audio recording that pseudonym was attached to. This process ensured the 

confidentiality of all participants. The researcher only removed original data from secure 

locations for the purpose of analysis and the researcher immediately replaced it in the 

secure location upon completion. 

Conclusion 

Employing qualitative methods of analysis was essential to studying these 

populations because of the uniqueness and complexity of the organizations. The stories of 

these members are the best way of answering the research questions as they rely solely on 

the voice of the participant. This allowed the researcher the ability to be minimally 

invasive in the research but rather allowed participants to have a voice in how their 

stories helped illuminate the assimilation process, structures, and identity that members 

experienced in TOs (Ellis, 1992; Priest, Roberts & Woods, 2002). 
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS 

This study examined the process of entry into the Totalistic Organizations (TOs) 

of the Independent Fundamental Baptist Church (IFBC) and the United States Military 

(USM). Through the described experiences of members, nine categories emerged from 

the data with six of the nine categories containing two or more subcategories. A deep 

analysis of the data revealed nine categories: Decision to Join, Organizational Entry, 

Adoption of Rules, Authority, Forced Displays of Identification, Criticism, Fear, 

Oppressed Groups, and Belief in Change. The researcher reported the results below with 

a deep description of each category. 

Decision to Join 

Participant descriptions revealed the first category that emerged from the data as 

Decision to Join, which represented the participants’ experiences that led them to join 

either the IFBC or the USM. This category described the reasons participants provided 

for deciding to join these organizations. This category represented 95 lines of data 

(8.5%), and was present in all interviews. The researcher identified that participant 

descriptions fit in two subcategories: Influence of Friends and Family, and Precipitous 

Events. 

Influence of Friends and Family 

This subcategory included the stories of members that joined either the IFBC or 

USM because of the influence of friends or family. Seven members of the IFBC and four 

military members mentioned the influence of family and friends in interviews as one of 

the motivational factors for them joining the organization. All of the participants were 

first generation members of the IFBC or USM, yet they still received pressure to join 
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these organizations from family and friends. Isabella, for example, described her reason 

for joining as follows: 

Well the [name removed by researcher] came through and they told us 

about the church and this was the place to be and invited us to the church. 

They were just missionary friends of ours and also our pastor 

recommended it.  

Likewise, Gabriel reiterated the power that friends appeared to have in recruiting 

members into the IFBC: 

I was seeking a good church home and I had just recently been saved a 

few months before that and I did not have a church to go to the church I 

was going to was uh preaching error that I didn’t realize until later but 

anyway so when a friend invited me to [church name removed by 

researcher] I just decided to you know try that and see what it was all 

about and they preach the bible more accurately than other churches I have 

been to.  

Joining via the influence of friends was not unique to the IFBC as seen in Wesley’s 

description of joining the USM: 

I got sick of doing the same old thing so I figured I would join the military 

and I did it with a few other friends. Like we said we would all did it and 

two out of three of us did the other tried really hard but he had a pretty 

checkered past and could not get in.  

Carter described how the examples of extended family members were a reason why he 

joined the organization: 
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I wanted to join my branch of the military since I was a young boy, my 

uncle had also served this influenced the decision greatly but I did not 

have a complete grasp on what exactly the marines were or what I was 

getting into. I also wanted to serve my country and I thought I could serve 

it best through the Corp.  

Not only was there the direct influence of family and friends, but participants also 

described indirect influence of family and friends that was generally manifest in a sense 

of patriotism as Mason demonstrated: 

I always grew up respecting the military and I grew up in a family with a 

sense of service not really interested in the army or navy and I was really 

fortunate to live in the country I did so it was one of those things that if 

not me then who so that was what ultimately drove me to join the marines 

to give back and to secure safety for future generations.  

Precipitous Events 

Participants talked about experiencing precipitous events, or events that led them 

to join their respective organizations. This subcategory was present in both IFBC and 

USM interviews. Participants described precipitous events in terms of events that were 

generally shocking to the individual and drove them to seek a change in their lives. 

Although some of the participants described precipitous events that were traumatic in 

nature, there were also member accounts that spoke of a building up of loneliness that led 

to the desire to be a part of something bigger. The researcher identified this subcategory 

in six members of the IFBC and four members of the USM. Penelope described her 

experience in this manner: 
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When I was fourteen I decided to join the church after September 11th and 

through the bus ministry outreach of the church. I just knew something 

was missing in my life. 

Nationwide events, such as September 11th, which three participants mentioned 

specifically, participants did mention. However, the majority of participants described 

personal traumatic events that drove them to join one of these organizations, such as 

Noah: 

Well when my dad died, I was missing a role model in my life and I knew 

I needed to go find that so I heard about the church and went.  

Traumatic events were on a spectrum however and therefore the researcher categorized 

them as precipitous instead of traumatic events. Ava described one such situation: 

December 24, 2006 was when I joined the military as a Marine Corp 

enlisted member. I got expelled from school because my grades were 

terrible and my roommates were dealing pot so I realized it was either jail 

or eventual jail or get my life together and that was what eventually sent 

me to the recruiting station.  

Some participants, such as Oliver, described a mixture of events occurring that created a 

situation where the participant felt they must join. The following account illustrated that 

some members saw joining as the only option: 

There was several reasons why I joined and wanted to did it one I wanted 

to did it as soon as I graduated high school and I let my parents know that 

and they talked me out of it I was going to join the army then I turned 18 

but my parents talked me out of it and so then in 2007 you know my life, 
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our lives pretty much fell apart my house our house was foreclosed on and 

at the time that seemed like the only real option I didn’t have a college 

degree I didn’t have a real one because I had to work so we, [name 

removed by researcher] and I, made the decision that that was probably 

our best option.  

Likewise, Zoey spoke of the practicality of joining for financial reasons: 

Well I didn’t have any money for school so I took the ASVAB and then 

for my specialization I waited six months and then I went in. The purpose 

of me going was so that I could go to school.  

Not all participants’ experienced one specific catalyst, as previously mentioned. Some 

participants, such as Lily, described a growing need for change because of dissatisfaction 

with other organizational memberships. 

I think the catalyst really behind it, because I can’t say that I was 

necessarily unhappy with what I was, I had just started reading the bible 

on my own and found that there were discrepancies from what I was 

reading and the faith that I was raised in.  

Organizational Entry 

Participants described the second category as demonstrative of the experiences of 

joining their respective organizations. This category included 112 lines of data (10.02%) 

and was present in the story of every participant. Participants generally described the 

process of joining the organization as both exciting and frightening. Participants 

expressed this mixture of an adrenaline rush by the chaotic environment and strict 

doctrines as creating both a desire to learn more and a fear of acting incorrectly. The 
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researcher divided this category into two subcategories, Structured Turning Points and 

Encouraged Adherence to Structures. There was no noticeable categorical difference 

between members in the IFBC and the USM although there were differences of note in 

the subcategories. 

Structured Turning Points 

Data in this category represented turning points that were set up and established 

by the organizations. The experiences described in this subcategory are unique because 

they are points of member orientation the TOs determined and implemented so that 

participants knew exactly what their position in the organization was. Every member of 

the study expressed at least one such occurrence, however this category was more 

prevalent in the USM (15 times, 2.14 average per participant) than in the IFBC (12, 1.50 

average per participant). Members often described the process of joining the organization 

in concise terms, participants’ descriptions were routine and perhaps that led to cognitive 

ease when describing this process. Henry described a month-long intricate process in one 

simple sentence: “I mean I went through the membership stuff they had me go through 

and that was where they said hey you are a member”. New members of the IFBC are 

generally required to go through new member training where they learn and accept the 

doctrines of the church and this generally occurred expeditiously. Not only must 

members go through membership training as Henry mentioned, but members must also 

usually meet with the pastor at least once before joining an IFBC, as Gabriel described: 

Within like three weeks or so I had enough time to attend several services 

and hear the preaching multiple times and talk with the pastor and then I 

joined the church and yeah felt like I was a member within a month.  
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Where members of the IFBC focused more on the surface process of joining the 

organization, members of the USM tended to explain more of the psychological 

influences of joining and how new rules challenged their mental state. Members of the 

IFBC described a more spiritual experience than did members of the USM. Conversely, 

members of the USM expressed a more physically intense experience than did members 

of the IFBC. However, described experiences from both groups’ insinuated 

psychologically intense experiences. Benjamin portrayed this picture: 

We arrived on Monday and that Friday we pick up with [military term for 

join] our actual training platoon. It’s actually called black Friday because 

it was one of the worst days of your experience at least at that point it was 

the worst experience. It’s kind of like I mean its traumatic a little bit just 

getting to training and then you kind of get lulled into a false sense of 

security throughout that first week when you kind of get the hang of things 

and you know this was what we’re doing today and then Friday hits and 

you get turned over to your drill instructors and it was kind of like a chaos 

bomb goes off they are screaming and throwing things they are they love 

taking our footlockers having us unlock them and then just dumping all of 

our stuff out and then saying you have thirty seconds get everything back 

in the way it belongs and it was just a very abrupt traumatic welcome to 

the rest of your life.  

Of particular significance to both TOs was the use of rituals and symbolic markers. All of 

the participants that had served or were serving in the marines described the moment of 

when they became a member in the same manner. This poignant example of the use of 



THE MIND OF A WARRIOR  62 

 

symbolic markers was the reception of the eagle, globe, and anchor upon graduation from 

boot camp in the Marine Corps. This marker is a badge that identifies when a member 

has passed boot camp and is an official marker of a Marine, as Ava mentioned: 

When I got my eagle, globe and anchor at the end of boot camp, when my 

drill instructor put that in my hand and she told me that a marine now and 

not a recruit that was when I felt like I was a member of the Marine Corp. 

Mason explained this experience in more detail: 

Well you know Marines when you put on the eagle globe and anchor you 

are officially called a marine for the first time so that was when I knew I 

was a marine. The Marine Corp does a good job of making this distinction 

and I get the people that say well you haven’t deployed yet but that comes 

more into play when people say like thank you for your service and I 

haven’t deployed yet in my mind I haven’t earned that yet but at the same 

time I think anyone who raises their right hand and volunteers to sacrifice 

themselves was a marine when they pass the entry and get their eagle 

globe and anchor I think that ultimately does that I don’t think you have to 

have three deployments I think when you get your eagle globe and anchor 

you are a marine. It’s just something that means a lot to us and no 

disrespect to the army navy or air force marines are only made in one 

place and that gives a common brotherhood of tradition and even most 

civilians know the Marine Corp birthday and I think that was what makes 

it such a great organization to be a part of.  

Members of other branches had different points when they described becoming members 
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of the organization but, with the exception of some Army members, they generally 

revolved around graduating from basic training or boot camp. Just as the Marine Corp 

had a symbolic representation of when a member had passed boot camp, the eagle, globe, 

and anchor, other branches of the USM had similar representations. Oliver stated: 

Actually it wasn’t until I passed my swim test which was probably right 

before I graduated boot camp.  I was raised in Alaska and the water there 

was not friendly to swimmers so I had never learned how to swim so they 

had me in remedial swim class pretty much the entire time I was in boot so 

when I finally, and in our card it documented our entire life in boot camp, 

and when we passed say swimming they gave us a snorkel stamp on it and 

to me the biggest accomplishment in boot camp was getting that snorkel 

stamp on my card and that was one of the happiest days of my life because 

I knew I had passed boot.  

Encouraged Adherence to Structures 

Participants mentioned this subcategory less frequently than the previous one in 

both groups but the researcher identified it in more IFBC accounts (7, 0.88 times per 

member) than in the USM (3, 0.43 times per member). The descriptions of members in 

this subcategory referred to the ways members were encouraged to both learn the rules 

and doctrines of the organization as well as to adopt these rules. Participants described 

the encouragement as coming from multiple directions. One particular issue that occurred 

repeatedly in both samples of these TOs is disagreement with the dress code of the 

organizations. Ella said this about organizational structures: 

So yeah the church did have a lot of rules that were strictly enforced just 
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like [church name removed by researcher] when I went there. They 

enforced it way more hands on though with fines for breaking school and 

church like code or doctrine but [church name removed by researcher] did 

it way more subtly by just like letting you see your differences and then 

like conforming to how everyone else was acting so you weren’t different. 

Like I remember wearing pants for a couple months when I joined and no 

one like told me I wasn’t supposed to but as I looked around I saw none of 

the other women were so I talked to the pastor’s wife and she told me 

pants were unbiblical on women and showed me like the verses and stuff. 

Members were not solely encouraged from other members to obey the rules of the 

organization, but also examples were made of individuals that did not follow the 

rules of the organization. Isabella illuminated this point: 

Then there were the churchings1 and most of them were for minor stuff 

but even those kept you in line. You would get called down from the 

pulpit if you did something wrong I mean I don’t care if there were 200 or 

500 people there the pastor would call you out. Yes, absolutely they would 

use illustrations of people from the pulpit all the time and they didn’t use 

names but you knew exactly who they were referring to.  

Not only were examples made of members of the IFBC for breaking rules, but also USM 

participants describe similar occurrences. Additionally, members of the USM described 

being punished for other members’ transgressions and being under surveillance 

                                                 

1 Churchings are a term in the IFBC that refer to members being called up in front of the church to 

publicly confess their sins to the congregation and agree to turn from these sins. 
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constantly. Participants described surveillance as both overt by leadership and other 

members while at the organization, as well as perceived surveillance, or that another 

member may see you out in public. Carter described both of these instances in the 

following account: 

Yes, there were many rules with which I did not agree like mass 

punishment or tight base restrictions, just having to have permission to go 

or did anything it was like someone else was deciding my life decisions 

for me. My demeanor towards the Marines changed a lot during my 

enlistment and I quickly realized that this type of structured lifestyle was 

not for me. Yeah so one big example was not being married, married guys 

got to live off base, eat wherever they wanted and not be under complete 

surveillance whereas us single guys had to live in the barracks eat at the 

chow hall and spend our weekends wondering if a sergeant would knock 

on our door just to fuck with us or make us go did stupid shit. 

Adoption of Rules 

Participants’ responses described this third category reasons why participants 

realized and incorporated organizational rules into their lives. While the previous 

category dealt with the way, the organization attempted to introduce and enforce rules on 

the participants, this category dealt with the reasons why participants adopted 

organizational rules. This category was the largest that emerged in the interviews and 

included 197 lines of data (17.62%). This category emerged in 12 of the 15 participant 

interviews. The researcher divided this category into two subcategories Belief Rules Are 

Inspired and Internalization of Rules. There was no noticeable categorical difference 
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between members in the IFBC and the USM although there were differences of note in 

the subcategories. 

Belief Rules Are Inspired 

This subcategory referred to the beliefs by members of the organizations that a 

higher power inspired the rules of the organization. Biblical inspiration was a core tenet 

of the IFBC and therefore it unsurprisingly appeared, but of interest, here was that 

members of the USM also expressed a belief in incontrovertible doctrine. This 

subcategory, predictably, occurred more often in IFBC participants (10, 1.25 times per 

member) than the USM (3, 0.43 times per member). Some members were very blunt and 

to the point about rules and the inspiration behind them such as Noah: “The teachings 

were not suggestions, they were based on the Bible, and therefore they were 

indisputable”. Although members did not necessarily agree with the rules, they tended to 

go along with them because of this belief of inspiration as described by Oliver: 

All the time there were rules I didn’t agree with. If I felt really strongly 

about it, I would speak up and say something but most of the time the rule 

was the rule. 

Some members, such as Zoey, felt that rules were so much a part of the organization that 

to challenge the rule was to challenge the organization. 

Well for me I didn’t really have any problems I mean some people were 

like hey this policy should be changed and they fought to change it but I 

didn’t have any problems. If I had any suggestions I probably would have 

made it and then just had to go fill out paperwork. I think if I had done 

anything it would affect change like that iPod thing we can’t use it during 
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a PT test well I don’t understand this was not right, but I just went with it. 

Because of the perceived inspiration of rules, members described needing to learn 

complex rules and doctrines that shifted the burden of understanding to the member and 

away from the organization, as Lily described: 

Well I think in most ways we lined up with most things, we knew there 

were things we were learning after coming there that we did not know 

before coming there just different doctrine. And I guess I had just not done 

a full in depth study of the scripture prior to going so as we learned and 

grew and read the scripture and sitting and being taught under that 

doctrine from the church we were able to gain more understanding of 

different doctrines and why they believed what they believed and what 

was was based on what scripture it was based on and so forth. 

Internalization of Rules 

In this subcategory, participants described how or why they adopted rules into 

their lives. Some of the participants mentioned that they did not agree with rules, but they 

then enacted the rules. This internalization of rules was important because it helped 

facilitate an understanding of later categories that appeared such as authority and 

oppressed groups. The reason it was important to the understanding of those categories 

was the influence of the dominant group. This subcategory occurred equally between 

both the IFBC and USM samples. This subcategory was present in 11 of the 15 

interviews. Participants described rules of the organization to be paramount and absolute 

in order to control members’ lives beyond the organizational boundary as described by 

Henry from the IFBC: 
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Oh yeah they definitely had to bleed over into your personal life or you 

weren’t a true believer. It was very cult like. All the stuff you hear about 

cults was very similar, and it was a Christian cult if there was such a thing. 

And all the stuff we were told and you know that no it was not the purpose 

to control your life it was to introduce grace and love and all that other 

stuff but it was too much. 

Isabella echoed Henry’s opinion of the need to enact the rules of the organization without 

challenge or question. 

You just stick with the awesome, and you don’t think to think outside of 

your box at that time because that was all you know. And you can only 

live in this little box and you are so entrenched in this belief that you can’t 

even question it. 

Penelope described ostracism of individuals that did not abide by the rules of the 

organization. Although some members disagreed with the rules of the organization, they 

would enact those rules to avoid rejection: 

You know I would have to probably say personal conviction keeps people 

in those churches. Now I did not have many values that I held that lined up 

with the church at all. I was looked down upon and judged for not 

agreeing with everything, and you know the Bible says that was wrong to 

but they didn’t care. So I mean, like, as a new Christian I was not going to 

have the same convictions as someone that has been there and saved for 

fifteen to twenty years of their life. And I feel like, I don’t know, I felt 

they just you sit under that preaching for so long and you listen God works 
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in your life, and the preaching and reinforcement of teachings helps people 

learn and grow. 

Some members expressed that they disagreed with the uncertainty of why the rule 

existed, rather than the rule itself. Participants described a desire to understand the 

reasoning behind rules that they had adopted. Ava, for example, sought justification even 

while enacting rules: “Well it’s not rules I didn’t agree with it was the fact that I wanted 

to do it because I knew why I was doing it”. When members were unable to understand 

reasons for rules, they described enacting them as a means of surviving the rigid process 

of encounter. Benjamin elucidated this point: 

I don’t know if there are things I disagreed with, I think there are things 

that were, and I can’t think of any off the top of my head, but I remember 

the vague sense of thinking that the things I was seeing were shocking, 

and I don’t think I had the presence of mind or the faculties at that point to 

think about how I felt about it. Partially because of like I said just the 

chaotic environment I was just in self-preservation mode, like just get 

through this. So whether or not I agreed with what was going on, I mean 

there were crappy things that happened, but I think at the time just out of 

self-preservation it was more like well that’s just a how it was. 

Some participants described an inability to find particular rules with which they 

disagreed. Participants instead described accepting rules as doctrine and at face value. 

Mason, for example, said: 

But man I guess the only thing I can think of right now and I mean thus far 

was I don’t know for the most part all the regulations in place are there for 
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a reason and especially dress like where I was out in town we are 

reflecting the image of the Marine Corps and people know who we are so I 

think dressing in a respectful fashion but I really can’t think of anything I 

adamantly disagree with. 

Participants’ descriptions repeatedly expressed how they could not separate themselves 

from the organization to which they belonged, even when they were outside of the 

organization and on their own time. Participants described a fear that failure to comply 

with rules, even outside of the organizational context, would lead to consequences for not 

only themselves, but for the organization as well as seen in Oliver’s account: 

I was always cognizant of the fact that I was part of a bigger organization 

than me it was bigger than [Oliver] so at that point you know if I got in 

trouble for something it was not going to reflect just poorly on me and my 

family it was going to reflect poorly on the Navy and I didn’t want to be 

the cause of people looking down on the organization I had that going for 

me. 

Authority 

Acceptance of Authority appeared to work in tandem with Adoption of Rules as 

ways of both teaching and instilling rules and resources in members of the organizations. 

Participant accounts in this category described why they yielded to hierarchical control of 

the participants’ lives. In this category, participants talked about ways the organization 

facilitated the process of membership through deference to leadership. This category was 

the second largest that emerged in the interviews and included 186 lines of data 

(16.64%). 14 of the 15 participant interviews described this category. The researcher 
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divided this category into three subcategories: Deferment to Authority, Desire to Attain 

Authority, and Reverence for Authority. Overall, the category was present in both 

groups; however, subcategories ranged widely in identifiable occurrences. 

Reverence for Authority 

Participants described the appeal and power of authority as so absolute that 

participants in the TOs of this study discussed leaders in terms of divine inspiration. The 

descriptions of participants revealed this category in both the IFBC and USM. This 

subcategory appeared equally in both groups and occurred in nine of the fifteen 

interviews. Some participants described that leadership remained in power by driving 

away individuals that might not agree with the organizational values, suggesting that 

authority may perhaps be more absolute than doctrine, as Noah recognized: 

I remember one of the pastor’s famous sayings was “my church will never 

split because I splinter it every Sunday morning”. That was the mentality 

of the church, the average member would say the Bible was the final rule 

of authority but it was really how the pastor interpreted and preached the 

Bible. 

Participants described that they would often follow the directions of authority regardless 

of the level of the authority or the orders given. In this example, Oliver explained that 

even in boot camp there was a hierarchy of recruits, who were empowered by the drill 

sergeants to have their orders followed. 

In some situations, I had no voice I was a lower level enlisted person even 

in boot camp you know I wasn’t in a position of leadership you know they 

had leadership positions within the division but I was never one of those 
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even the recruits at boot camp had a hierarchy. It depends on who was 

implementing or passing down the rule in boot camp if it was our basically 

our drill sergeants the navy version of a drill sergeant their word was law 

what they said went unless you knew for a fact that they were breaking 

one of their own rules but for the most part their word was law if they said 

jump you jumped until they said stop jumping. 

Deferment to Authority 

This subcategory referred to participants’ belief that the organization must have a 

leader to function; perhaps this is due to the reverence of authority previously mentioned. 

This subcategory, predictably, occurred more often with USM participants (11, 1.57 

times per member) than in IFBC interviews (2, 0.25 times per member). Additionally, 

both occurrences in the IFBC interviews were from one member whereas six of the seven 

members of the USM identified this phenomenon. Participants described authority as 

necessary to both inform the member of the rules of the organization as well as to enforce 

the rules of the organization. Therefore, authority served as both a guide and an 

enforcement mechanism. Ella described one reason members needed authority as 

interpreting doctrine: 

Well I was really ignorant on a lot of the like doctrines and didn’t know 

how to believe so when the pastor or pastor’s wife said something I just 

believed it and didn’t question it like when they said movie theatres are 

bad and didn’t really give any good reasons I just like said, um ok, and 

didn’t go to the movies anymore. I respected them and trusted them so I 

just like didn’t do what they said not to and did do what they said to. 
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Henry also mentioned talking with authority as the source for interpretation and 

integration of rules: 

I talked to [the pastor] about [rules I disagreed with] and had many long 

conversations about it I talked to other people about it there were a lot of 

negative things about it but it wasn’t all bad there were good people that 

were good Christians and happy and joking um you know they were 

getting all that stuff you know. 

Some participants described the authority figures of the organizations as a means of 

guidance or direction, particularly when other rode models were missing in the 

participants’ life, as Wesley did: 

You know like that was one of the many reasons I joined I kind of wanted 

the discipline you know I mean my dad passed away when I was 18 and 

he was the big authority figure in my life so at that point for half my life I 

didn’t have a dad so I was large and in charge sorta and so it was kind of 

really good for me to join the military for you know the structure also to 

be completely honest.  

Participants discussed feeling lost when leadership was not around. The acceptance of 

authority was so strong that participants described an inability to return to previous lives 

and memberships where authority was not present. Zoey described her feelings when 

leaving the USM: 

I was pretty on board with everything they wanted us to did. I would say 

the transition going from the air force to civilian was the hardest you are 

used to and conditioned to getting up and going to work every day versus 
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hey what was I supposed to did now I was so used to taking orders there’s 

a like lock for whatever reason there was a lock and you just can’t 

function. 

Some participants expressed previous exposure to discipline at home as preparing them 

for participation in their respective TOs. Oliver described this: 

Well I think this goes back to parenting too my dad he was a pretty strict 

disciplinarian but at the same time he taught us to work and obey the 

authority we had so I think it was a combination of things that made it 

very easy for me to assimilate into the military. 

Participants described leadership roles in the TOs as absolute and controlling every 

aspect of the member’s life, particularly during the encounter phase of the organization. 

Benjamin had this to say: 

I mean it felt demoralizing but I think the biggest thing was like I no 

longer have any control like I was at their [drill sergeants] mercy twenty-

four hours a day. I mean whatever they are going to do, they are going to 

do, and there was nothing I can do about it. 

Desire to Attain Authority 

In this subcategory, members expressed how they actually desired to become the 

authority figure in their respective TOs. Participants discussed the power of authority and 

that they sought to attain these leadership positions. Since authority was both revered and 

deferred to, it would appear natural that participants would desire positions of authority. 

This desire to attain authority both attracted participants to the organization and helped 

participants remain in the organization. This subcategory appeared similarly in both 
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groups, although it only occurred in nine of the 15 participants’ stories. Isabella described 

this desire for leadership in the IFBC: “What I’d say was that if you are a very 

narcissistic person the best job for you was the pastor of an IFBC or a leader of a 

church”.  

Participants described feeling pressure to rise to leadership positions whether it is 

through the ranks of the military or the hierarchy of the church. Members of the IFBC 

can only become leaders if the individual has felt the call of God to service; this call is an 

individual experience. The member that wants to serve will go down to the altar during 

an invitation and surrender to service for the rest of their life. A call was for life so 

surrendering to the call to service was a tremendous step in the IFBC. Sebastian 

described this drive to attain a position of leadership:              

Well there was that feeling you want as a man to have accomplishment 

and where I wanted to sense an accomplishment [long pause] so there 

were men at church that singled me out and said wow [Sebastian] you’re a 

good speaker you are a good leader of men, maybe you are called to 

preach and there was pressure [long pause] there was pressure.  

Identification with authority was so intense that participants described identifying more 

with the leadership of TOs during intense training than they did with their peers. This 

alignment with leadership illuminated why individuals would then seek to become a part 

of that leadership. Furthermore, this led to a belief that if peers failed it was the fault of 

the peer not of leadership as Wesley verbalized: 

Where I thought the drill sergeants assigned to my platoon were right on 

point and especially one guy who had a really good way of getting to you. 
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It was way more mental for me, like I said, I wanted the physical part of it, 

to work my ass off, but seeing kids taking things so seriously was 

hilarious, like the shock attacks [military term for abrupt disruption of 

daily routine], I had trouble containing myself because I found them so 

comical. Like I mean as far as the rules I thought they had it down pat and 

it was a really good structured environment to learn and there were only a 

couple of kids that didn’t get it out of 150 kids or whatever. 

Forced Displays of Identification 

Although previous research explored identification as a process in which the 

member internalizes the values of the organization, the participants in this study 

described an encounter that tears down previous identifications and replaces them with 

rituals and norms that the member has not had time to internalize. Members described 

these encounters as forcing them to identify with the organization. Participants’ narratives 

revealed this category in 72 lines of data (6.44%). This category emerged in twelve of the 

fifteen participant interviews. Although the majority of participants had statements that 

were noted as dealing with identification, there were slightly more mentions of 

identification in the USM population (12, 1.71 times per member) than in the IFBC (9, 

1.13 times per member). The absolutism of leadership left several members describing 

their perceived identification as not being under the control of the member but just a 

replication of what the organization had taught them, as Ella demonstrated: 

I was just so you know trained or ingrained to hold up my hands and just 

like go with it to go against it or even question it was blasphemous and 

ungodly so I just like didn’t do it. 
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Some participants recognized this absolutism of removing a personal identity and 

replacing it with an organizational identification as essential to the process of 

entering the organization. Ava thoroughly described such an account: 

I think a drill sergeant has to be tough as nails the individual person 

doesn’t have to be but they are kind of like an actor they have to be tough 

and hard on your recruits because if you don’t break them down and teach 

them how to rely on each other they are not going to be an effective 

marine or soldier in the field they cannot enter boot camp with a sense of 

selfishness what was done in boot camp cannot involve pulling a stress 

card or calling chain of command they are not going to respond well in 

combat. I mean looking at the military as a social institution for any 

institution to work you have to have a total breakdown of the individual 

and integrate them into that team whatever it was a police officer or a 

firefighter or a military member, soldier marine you have to integrate them 

into that institution because more than likely it was not going to be the 

same moral background they came from as children I mean they all come 

from different environments 

Even participants that did not agree with the rules of the organization tended to enact 

forms of identity expression because of the desire to satisfy leadership wishes and not 

their own, Penelope expressed this: 

Um no I did not I didn’t even try when I was there out of respect for the 

pastor I respected his wishes and wore dresses or skirts or whatever they 

required but it wasn’t a personal conviction. But it’s like well I attend this 
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church so I either did this or get cut off from that church. If I did decide to 

wear a dress or skirt in public, I didn’t did it because I had a conviction 

about it I did it because it looked cute. 

Participants described habits that could have potentially been good as ingrained in 

individuals to the extent that it had psychological impacts on them, Mason mentioned one 

of these: 

In a way it changed who I was as a person, I have always hated to be late 

to anything and I have always had but the military exacerbated that 

because if I was thirty minutes early I was fine but if I was you know 30 

seconds late I’m pissed off. 

Zoey described how even mundane activities were guided and directed by leadership 

enhancing the perception of the organizational rules as absolute, even to the point that 

simple tasks were controlled by the organization. 

So when I went to basic training it was like basically every other story you 

hear it was shell shocking because you are not used to doing so much in a 

short amount of time you are having to you know getting used to people 

around you and having to cooperate and having to like do things marching 

and extracurricular duties like cleaning and to sync in order for things to 

get done in a certain amount of time. 

Certain participants expressed a relief in the rules of the organization because it lifted the 

cognitive load off the individual through routinization. Participants described 

routinization as putting a member in a routine early in their organizational experience 

before they have even had time to process what was going on and create markers of 
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identification. Wesley illustrated this point: 

You know in basic training I rucked like back the last ruck march to 

graduation and I just had a grin on my face I was just in such a good mood 

to be in the army and so when I got back they made me bear crawl and 

even the first sergeant called me out and said I know why you are smiling 

but you have to keep your military bearing. It was so different for me it 

was totally different for me and the army was such an easy job I had just 

sat at a desk before and worked on excel and shit and now I just had to be 

in the army, and the rigid structures just made me not have to think. 

IFBC members also mention a cognitive change during the intense assimilation 

process that led to an identity formation with the church by the power of the 

church. Isabella described this power in this manner: 

When we came to the church and heard the pastor preach we were just 

blown away by his style of delivery. Because you know, IFB churches are 

generally small but then here we were in this amazing huge IFB church 

with all of these wonderful things you have been told about this leader and 

you just you are in awe like whoa this was so cool because it has just 

changed your mentality so much by that point. 

Criticism 

Participant accounts in this category described being critical of anything during 

their interviews. This category included 178 lines of data (15.92%) and emerged in every 

interview at least twice. Participant descriptions revealed three subcategories that 

represent the different criticism orientations. There were more criticism occurrences in 
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the IFBC (24, 3.00 times per member) than in the USM (18, 2.57 times per member) 

largely because the third subcategory was not present in the USM. 

Other-Oriented Criticism 

Participants’ descriptions in this subcategory referred to criticism outside the 

organization; this could include members of the same population (IFBC or USM) but of 

different divisions of the organization. Examples of this would be members of the Army 

criticizing the Marines or members of one IFBC criticizing another IFBC. This 

subcategory also included criticism of other organizations. This subcategory occurred at 

the same rate in both populations. Although there was more criticism among divisions of 

the USM than there was in the IFBC sample, participants often found reasons to criticize 

their former organization for teaching false doctrine, after they had learned the rules of 

the new TOs. Lily stated this concept this way: 

Well the preaching was definitely more direct because I came from a 

religion that was mainly based on rituals, if you will, and so I mean there 

was a big difference between a Catholic mass and a Baptist service and 

preaching. So, what I was raised in was something that was very ritual-

oriented and it’s just completely different. There was some variance and 

well in the Catholic Church, you don’t carry the Bible to church. You are 

hearing scripture read and spoken from the priest but you don’t have your 

Bible open in front of you to see what was being said matches up. 

The criticism of other organizational affiliates also aided members in reconciling their 

own experiences in their organization and helped avoid problems with organizational 

members, as Ava described: 
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I mean some of them did that better than others, not bashing on one branch 

or another, I think the Marine Corps has a good system in place and I think 

that was why you see a lot less problems with young marines than you did 

with airmen that are not really broken down from individuals into teams. 

Organization Oriented Criticism 

This subcategory referred to criticism of the organization of which the 

participants were members. Every participant, except one, discussed this phenomenon. 

This subcategory occurred at the same rate in both populations, however, the IFBC 

tended to use qualifying statements for why they criticized the organization whereas the 

USM population just stated points of criticism. Henry illustrated this category in this 

manner: 

I disagreed with everything that a normal person would disagree with. I 

don’t think we have time to go into it, but like girls shouldn’t have short 

hair, girls shouldn’t wear makeup, girls shouldn’t have pants on, you can’t 

see R rated movies, you can only listen to Christian music. I mean all the 

dumb stuff that went on there I mean all the big stuff was ok but the little 

stuff I had a big issue with. I felt guilty for it, and I heard times people 

would say oh I was going to leave this church because of this verse or that 

verse, but it was general and vague and didn’t convince me of what they 

said. So it was tough because they couldn’t completely convince me of 

what they were saying, you know. Just that between “the” and “end” it 

says don’t wear pants ladies. 

Although participants disagreed with rules and criticized them, they often described not 
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having the ability to change these rules and enacting the rules because of the pressure of 

family. Isabella expressed the influence of her husband on her during this process: 

There was a ton of rules I didn’t agree with but what did you do? And I 

didn’t agree with it at all, but my husband did, so I had to give up my old 

beliefs. I had to give it up I mean this was my husband’s path and if he 

was going to, I mean what if I didn’t stop wearing pants, what would have 

happened to us? We would have been totally ostracized. I wouldn’t have 

fit in. I would’ve been a rebel, and I mean what was my options? What 

were my options? I did it for him and for our family and for our lives. I 

mean I followed him everywhere we went in corporate America, I 

followed him all over so the move wasn’t a big deal it was the change of 

lifestyle. 

Sebastian, who previously described the appeal of authority, then described the abuse of 

that power by leadership and how the deep indoctrination provided reasons to follow 

structures but fear reinforced those reasons. 

Yeah there was definitely pressure. I would not have wanted to have been 

known as the man with the woman who sneaks around wearing britches I 

would not have wanted that. And it was just a bully pulpit. I mean when I 

decided to leave that church I had sermons in church and in conferences 

that were tailored right for me. I mean from even visiting pastors like three 

reasons you quit or three reasons you give up and I mean they would just 

look at me and stare me down so I was made a message of by many 

pastors out there and I still was. 
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Members of the USM similarly expressed frustration with the inability to change rules in 

the organization as illustrated by Benjamin: 

I think I’d learned at the point I got to my unit to be a little more 

freethinking, which even by civilian standards was absolutely nothing. I 

was still very kind of by-the-books and just doing what I was supposed to 

do. I think something that bothered me, and I started realizing it bothered 

me at my unit, was, pardon my French, the stupid fuck fuck games where 

they’re just jacking with you, and just the stupid hurry up and wait. I think 

by that point it really started to get on my nerves there. 

Member stated that they agreed with organizational rules, only to continue and give an 

example of rules they disagreed with. Carter illustrated this point: 

There were not any truly personal beliefs I held that conflicted with that of 

the military organization, but there were times that I thought I was being 

treated unfairly due to choices I made that had nothing to do with the 

military. Yeah so one big example was not being married, married guys 

got to live off base eat wherever they wanted and not be under complete 

surveillance whereas us single guys had to live in the barracks eat at the 

chow hall and spend our weekends wondering if a sergeant would knock 

on our door just to fuck with us or make us go do stupid shit. 

The most common criticism of the USM was the use of mass punishment to ensure that 

members continued to abide by the rules of the organization. Wesley simply said, “Yeah I 

didn’t agree with mass punishment at all why punish me for someone else.” Participants 

repeatedly spoke of mass punishment and it emerged as the most common critique of the 
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USM sample. Carter offered another critique of this process: 

Yes, there were many rules with which I did not agree like mass 

punishment or tight base restrictions, just having to have permission to go 

or do anything it was like someone else was deciding my life decisions for 

me. My demeanor towards the Marines changed a lot during my 

enlistment and I quickly realized that this type of structured lifestyle was 

not for me. 

Self-Oriented Criticism 

Participant accounts in this subcategory refer to criticism of the self expressed by 

participants. Although USM participants did not mention this category, three members of 

the IFBC identified it. This was the smallest sub-category, but may have some of the 

most insightful information into the lives of the members of this organization, as it 

pointed to the individual being responsible for accepting the rules of the organization 

instead of the organization stating why the rule was valid. Ava offered a further 

illustration: 

Like I just want to say, I’m not complaining or gossiping or anything here 

these are just my views and experiences, but I was not trying to talk bad 

about these people. They did a lot for me. But I remember a sermon [name 

removed by researcher] preached about “I will not go back, I must not go 

back, I cannot go back” on the first week of college like making us know 

that we were here and we couldn’t do anything else like there was no way 

to like go back to who we um were before. 

Members described enacting rules in their lives because of the strong belief in the 
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teachings of leadership; they later blamed themselves for not checking what 

leadership had taught to see if it was accurate. Sebastian offered a description of 

this: 

I have never been a big studier that gets the concordance out or looks back 

at the Hebrew I may have used a concordance two days in my whole life 

so I just never really studied anything I just believed what the pastor said 

and that was my fault. So I just learned everything from the pulpit. It was 

an indoctrination. For in vain do we worship [voice trails off]. But I’m 

tormented by dreams and I will just wake up and be like I have just been at 

a bible conference and [the pastor] and I you know we are going head to 

head. 

Other participants described the amount of organizational rules they disagreed 

with as small and that this reinforced the participants need to study more, as 

Gabriel’s account illustrated: 

I was able to join and realize I was not going to necessarily agree with one 

hundred percent of a what I heard but there wouldn’t have been many 

things I disagreed but like ninety-nine percent I agreed with and the other 

one percent of things I didn’t agree with I just studied until I agreed. 

Noah described a situation where even members that saw the invalidity of rules would 

often choose to stay in the organization and then take personal responsibility for not 

leaving. “I should have left earlier but I stayed and I saw a little of what was going on 

behind the scenes and how much of a front and how fake it was.” 

Fear 
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This category specifically referenced the times members expressed fear toward 

the organization. Fear manifested in a number of different ways such as fear of ostracism 

and fear of punishment, although several accounts have already mentioned being afraid, 

the stories in this category revealed a new depth to the fear in these TOs. This category 

included 183 lines of data (16.37%) and emerged in thirteen of the fifteen interviews. 

IFBC interviews described fear in six of the eight interviews, whereas the USM identified 

fear in every interview. There were 23 (2.88 times per member) mentions of fear by the 

IFBC, compared to 12 (1.71 times per member) in the USM. This suggested that those 

that experienced fear in the IFBC were more willing to talk about fear experiences, while 

those that did not talk about it may have, ironically, been afraid to mention fear. The 

majority of the USM responses regarding fear dealt with basic training whereas the IFBC 

started at the entry into the organization and continued throughout the time in the 

organization. Some fear was self-imposed by a desire to support the internalized 

identification with the organization and to seek approval of other members. Members 

described being afraid of breaking the rules of the organization because of what other 

members would think of them, even when other members actually felt the same way, as 

Ella expressed: 

Well, besides like fines and stuff, they would always send us out to do 

things in pairs and I felt like this was to keep us from disagreement. Like 

my partner [name removed by researcher] and I would go out for ministry 

or soulwinning2 and I would do things or not do things, not because of 

                                                 

2 Soulwinning was a term used by the IFBC of going door to door and attempting to convince 

people they are going to Hell and show them how they can go to Heaven. 
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what I believed, because of what I knew she believed and I didn’t want to 

get reported or in trouble. Years later when I talked to her I found out she 

felt the same way but she was scared of what I would like think. There 

was also so much preaching on rebellion, and they would name people I 

knew or had known and tear them down for their choices, and like tell us 

not to become a sermon illustration. This made me scared and afraid to do 

wrong things because I didn’t want them to talk about me like this to 

others. 

Interestingly, one of the most common points of fear was the dress rules of the different 

organizations. This fear of non-compliance with rules of dress demonstrated that rules of 

the organization induced fear in the members as well. Penelope described such an 

occurrence: 

Yeah everything about it was different than what I had known I did not 

know what Independent Fundamental Baptist meant when I went I felt bad 

for them the first time I went I remember and I was really freaked out it 

was nothing like I had experienced in Catholicism. Yeah it was a different 

world. The no pants for women was so foreign to me. 

Other participants described fear of leadership and not living up to the expectations set 

forth by leadership in the rules of the organization. Isabella described this in detail: 

So, I guess it was that support structure at church that kept me in and 

going, well would you call it support structure or pressure structure? You 

know now that I was thinking about it I do not know if it was support 

structure or a pressure structure? Cause there was a lot of pressure to 
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advance in the church. So, my husband was very vulnerable, he wasn’t 

happy in his corporate job, we were moving every ten months, and I think 

he was unhappy. That vulnerability combined with the pressure of the 

IFBC just pushed him into the church more. Well you know what the 

mission conferences at these churches are right? Like they want decisions 

they want people to surrender you know and would say we are not leaving 

until God does something. So we were unhappy here, but the people really 

like us and want us over there and since they want you to make a decision, 

you did. It was scary for me. 

Participants described being afraid not of what they would do, but of what others would, 

do that would affect the participant negatively. When the researcher considered the fear 

of mass punishment as a common occurrence in the USM, it was logical that this fear of 

the actions of others was present in participant accounts. Oliver explained his fear in this 

manner: 

It was a completely different experience I was by myself I mean there 

were 80-90 people in my division in boot camp but it was the first time 

that I was alone out of my comfort zone and completely reliant on 

everyone else around me. So I mean it was it wasn’t a tough experience 

for me as far as the rules went I mean people from my evangelical 

background are pretty used to rules so it was no big thing it was just 

learning how to deal with the other 89 knuckleheads that were messing up. 

Being held accountable for their actions as well as my own.  

Oppressed Groups 
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This category was the second smallest category by both lines of text and numbers 

of mentions, but the presence of statements by members and the absence of awareness 

from other members necessitated the exploration of this category. This category included 

65 lines of data (6.44%) and emerged in eight of the fifteen interviews. However, this 

category emerged in every interview with a female participant and two of the males that 

are members of minority groups. This category helped explain the findings of the 

subsequent category of Belief in Change. Henry described a feeling that what he was 

experiencing was normalcy in this larger population and that he therefore needed to 

accept that normalcy without question. 

Oh shit, I was pretty much just feeling like, I felt like I stepped into a time 

warp and you know there are a lot of adversity in fundamental churches. I 

mean we hold out the confederate flag, and I know it was a touchy subject 

by southerners, but I personally think it should not have been around and I 

was offended by it being around the church. Yeah there were a ton of 

preachers that would come by there and sell their tapes and cds with a big 

confederate flag on top and that was something I didn’t like. I remember 

thinking there was not a lot of diversity here everyone has the same 

haircut everyone was dressed the same. I just thought that was the way 

you do things in a Christian church. 

Oppressed groups spoke of the majority categorizing them by their heritage and treating 

differently because of this, Noah mentioned this: 

I was an American kid who happened to be Latino and everyone was 

always trying to act like I have to be a super Christian Latino, and I was 
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like that was not my strength. But they said if you are going to go into 

preaching you have to take over a Spanish church or something and I 

remember thinking well why can’t I do the stuff I want to do why does it 

have to be in this context. 

Female participants of both groups spoke often of the lack of ability for females to make 

changes in the organizations, and a frustration with being unable to express thoughts 

because they were a part of these oppressed groups. Isabella described her experience in 

this manner: 

Are you kidding, are you kidding me no as a woman I could not go talk to 

anyone else, I have known women that have gone to get counseling and 

the senior women would just put the younger women in their place and 

say it was your job to make this man and you need to fall in line so no 

there would never have been a time for me to speak up against this except 

to him. I was still trying to get over the two finger rule and the slit up the 

back of the dress I was like ok. And the whole culottes thing. 

Participants of the USM, such as AVA, that were female, spoke of the same issues as 

their IFBC counterparts. 

It was strange because I checked in in my reserve unit as a dress uniform 

and the women can either wear a trouser or skirt, so I wore my trousers 

because my skirt was damaged and my female sergeant yelled at me for 

not checking in wearing a skirt and I was like where in the orders does it 

say I have to wear a skirt because I was not going to if I don’t have to and 

it just kind of stressed me out especially at that time. I mean come on it 
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affects me that I have to wear a skirt, this marine was just very old school 

she was always in a skirt. 

Belief in Change 

The final category was the smallest category by both lines of text and number of 

mentions, but may be the most valuable category. This category included 67 lines of data 

(5.99%) and emerged in nine of the fifteen interviews. However, this category emerged in 

eight of the nine interviews with male participants, whereas only one female participant 

mentioned this category. This stands in stark contrast to the previous results of the 

acknowledgment of oppressed groups. This category represented members that believe 

change would occur in the participant’s respective organization. However, two qualifying 

statements emerged in the category that demonstrated how change would happen. 

It Will Take Time 

This subcategory referred to the belief that changes will occur, but will only occur 

over an extended period. Some participants would describe the belief that it will only 

occur over time as a reason not to push for change because the short-term effects were 

not worth the potential of change occurring in the future, or long-term effects. This 

subcategory was present in five of the fifteen participant interviews. Sebastian described 

change in the organization as possible only through time, and old leadership moving on. 

That organization, the pastor might be able to make changes, but he would 

lose some people. But there was a lot of bullying from the old pastor and 

the new pastor probably can’t change. Never an open mind from any of 

them. 

Members of the USM tended to also realize that change would only occur if the 
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leadership present at the time agreed with the change, as Mason mentioned: 

Now you know if something was proposed it will take forever for that rule 

or restriction to be changed it just has to work its way up to the general 

maybe colonel level, now ultimately will that marine that proposed the 

change ever see it or be in the service that long who knows probably not 

but ultimately if things gets passed up and there was ground for change it 

ultimately will happen. 

Carter described how if participants did speak with leadership and still did not agree they 

expressed a feeling of discontent. Ultimately, this discontent served as a catalyst for 

exiting the organization. 

I couldn’t really reconcile myself to believe like they believed I think that 

was what led to my change in demeanor and me not reenlisting. I normally 

would bring up items to the chain of command and if I thought it was 

something I could actually change I would push for change but most if it 

was just unchangeable it’s just the way things were. 

Will Happen through Exterior Forces 

This subcategory illustrated the idea proposed by participants that members 

cannot change the organization but that society and exterior pressures might be able to 

change the organization. Recent changes by the USM to replace oppressive policies with 

more inclusion support the belief of these members, although the IFBC has not evolved 

in the same manner. This category was present in four of the fifteen interviews. Noah 

described the culture of the IFBC in the following account: 

Oh geez, I joined in, let’s see, early to mid-90s. I was coming into the 
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church and it was a great story of my time at [name removed by 

researcher]. I think a lot of it was cultural a lot of it was dated and I think a 

lot of it lacks investigation by the people that are teaching doctrine I don’t 

think they believe the same way they used to believe but in the early to 

mid-ninety’s they still held that 1950’s mentality. 

Carter also acknowledged that the culture of the USM played a large role in the 

operations of the organization. 

The Marine Corps culture in general was going to be what it was, I think 

incrementally over time it will have to come through public like exterior 

pressure I don’t think there’s really, not at all, that much ability of a lot of 

us when were in but I think a lot of the external pressure from you know 

whoever, the public, could enact changes but I think it will be very slow, 

the Marine Corps is a very tradition driven institution. 

Although members of the dominant group believed in change, members of 

oppressed groups held the opposite opinion, as Lily reflected: 

I don’t know, no I don’t think that I would have the power would have had 

the power to change it I think that I probably just felt I either agreed or 

didn’t agree. 

Conclusion 

The categories and subcategories that emerged from participants’ interviews 

described the process of entering rigidly structured TOs. Participants described this 

process as being extremely rigid and bound by both the organizational form and the rules 

of the organization. Members expressed that they have little ability to personalize the 
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assimilation process to their own experience, but rather that members of the organization 

experienced the same process of encounter. Organizations intentionally formed this 

encounter to remove individual identity and replace it with an organizational 

identification. Participants mentioned that in these environments, the organization matters 

more than the individual member and therefore the members upheld organizational rules 

more so than in traditional organizations. These interviews also provided clear and 

specific examples that aided in answering the research questions posed earlier in this 

study.  

RQ1 asked how members of these TOs expressed experiences of the assimilation 

process into their respective TOs. Members described the experiences of assimilation as 

rigidly structured to the point that they allowed no room to individualize. Previous 

research has found that a member can individualize their role in traditional organizations. 

Through this process of individualization, a member can self-select what rules or values 

of the organization the member will adhere to and what they will avoid. However, 

participants in this study expressed a lack of opportunity to individualize their beliefs 

because of the absolute structures of the organizations. Therefore, where members of 

other organizations would conceptually metamorphose into the organization, members of 

these TOs had no opportunity to individualize the assimilation process. This extremely 

structured and rigid encounter phase serves to maintain control over the present and 

future state of the organization.   

Participants also described the encounter phase of assimilation as time intensive 

and consuming all areas of the member’s life. Participants described the process of 

encounter as intense and unchangeable due to the rigidity of organizational rules. 
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Participants from the USM especially realized this concept in the stories of what 

members encountered at boot camp or basic training. Likewise, the IFBC described this 

intense process of learning the rules of the church as occurring in a period of weeks 

before the church allowed them to join the church officially. Although participants 

described the encounter phase as enforced in different manners, the result of the 

encounter phase was the same, a deep identification with the organization. This suggested 

that a key to facilitating deep identification is through this expeditious encounter process. 

Not only did these TOs seek to remove the original identity of the member and replace it 

with the organizational identity, but also participants described this process as occurring 

using absolutist authority where the member could not question or challenge authority. 

Many of the categories spoke directly to RQ1 or the way participants described 

the assimilation process of their respective TOs. Decision to Join described how members 

choose their organization. Organizational Entry spoke to the specific methods members 

experience upon entry. Adoption of Rules and authority both explained how members 

learned the rules and resources of the organization and why they chose to accept them. 

Fear described another reason why some members adhered to rules that they did not 

necessarily agree with. Oppressed groups illuminated the differences of the entry process 

of members that are not in the dominant group. 

RQ2 asked how member described learning and enacting structures. It was 

apparent that many of these described experiences the organization structured to enhance 

the probability of their replication. When organizations combined rigid structures and 

intense assimilation process members described an atmosphere in which the organization 

requires replication of structures. Members described this process as highly effective in 
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entrenching members in these rules and making clear what resources are not available. 

One way these TOs accomplished this was through the ritualization of the encounter 

process. Members realized and described that all members had to learn and abide by the 

structures they were learning which led to more belief that these organizational rules 

were correct. Participants described this routinization as allowing them to recreate the 

structures of the organization without having to be conscious that they were doing so. 

This ritualization and routinization created a groundwork for the remainder of the 

organizational member’s experience in the organization.  

The process of structuration was evident in several categories as well. Adoption 

of Rules demonstrated how members learned the rules of the organization and the 

strength to which the organization was bound to these rules. Authority reflected the 

resources members have in both expressing and enacting dissent, of which there appeared 

to be little. Criticism demonstrated that although members’ expressed disagreement with 

the rules of the organization they tended to replicate these rules anyways. This replication 

of structures with which members did not agree helped elucidate the amount of agency 

members perceived that they have. Fear also kept members abiding by the rules of the 

organization as well as reinforcing that members did not have perceived agency. The 

dominant groups, as described by marginalized members, consistently replicate actions 

toward oppressed groups. The belief change will occur was present, however when the 

researcher considered qualifiers of time and cultural influences, it raised the question of 

whether members truly believed they could affect change.  

RQ3 asked how participants described identification in these TOs. Participants 

clearly answered this question in the Forced Displays of Identification category. Even 
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when members disagreed with the rules and resources the organization allocated to them, 

they described displaying outward identification. Participants also described going 

through the motions, via routinization, to show authority and other members that they 

identified with the organization, even if inwardly they doubted. Members displayed their 

organizational identity only as the organization desired for members to display 

identification. Therefore, although members appeared to have a deep identification with 

the organization, participants’ description led to the conclusion that the organization 

instilled this deep identification.  

These displays appeared in more than one category. Adoption of Rules and 

authority often led to individuals personifying the organization even if they did not truly 

identify with the organization. Because of the structured turning points that are 

established members did not psychologically reconcile as being members of the 

organization, but instead think of themselves as members and identify as members when 

the organization tells them to. With these findings the RQ’s are answered in a satisfactory 

manner and the results can be analyzed to determine how to best proceed with these 

findings moving forward. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION 

This study examined the process of encounter in totalistic organizations (TOs) 

with rigidly structured rules. The two TOs studied here represented an opportunity to 

further academic understanding of the structurational process utilized by rigidly governed 

systems to both produce and reproduce structures with new members. Encounter in TOs, 

arguably, differs from traditional paid employment memberships in several important 

ways. First, the rigid rules of TOs require an assimilation process that both teaches the 

structures of the organization and instills structures as foundational and indisputable in 

the member’s life. The nature of TOs, to encompass all of the members’ lives rather than 

just the time within the organization, requires an encounter designed by the organization 

to tear down the member’s previous identity and replace it with organizational values and 

norms. This identity replacement requires a rigorous and highly structured encounter 

designed to create a sense of organizational absolutism, where the rules and values of the 

organization are primary in the newcomer’s life. Where employment organizations might 

use a formal orientation or training session, the TOs in this study enacted prolonged and 

stringent systems of value and rule indoctrination.  

Members described this prolonged exposure to organizational rules and norms as 

accomplished through a multifaceted approach. These TOs gave members rulebooks and 

guidelines that helped facilitate an understanding of the nuances of the doctrines or codes 

of the organization. Additionally, leadership further enhanced these organizational rules 

and expressions of rules during formal training sessions, whether those sessions occurred 

in the auditorium of a church or the woods of a field training exercise. Current members 

also facilitated an adherence to rules of the organization by enacting these rules and 
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ensuring that new members noticed the adherence to rules. Furthermore, new members 

had an impact on encouraging each other’s adherence to the rules of the organization by 

either perceived adoption of rules or by private sessions in which members reinforce 

rules on a peer-to-peer level. The process of encounter described by the participants in 

this study involved experiencing rigorous organizational assimilation methods designed 

to foster deep member identification with rule structures. Members described a rigid and 

structured encounter phase, members reproduced these structures to future members, and 

oppressed groups still reenacted these structures. These three observations of the 

participants described experiences in TOs suggested a structurational identification model 

of assimilation in TOs that can help guide future research. 

 Participants described these TOs as being different from other organizations of 

which the members had been a part. Participants in this study spoke of issues in these 

organizations that are vital for not only conceptualization of the communicative processes 

in these organizations, but for further conceptualization of TOs as a whole. 

Rigid and Structured Encounter Phase 

Participants described the tearing down of identity through the rigidly structured 

organizational encounter in these TOs and replacing that void with the rules of the 

organization. This differed greatly from other research that has suggested the member 

controls the encounter phase and engages in a negotiation between the new organization 

where the member attempts to individualize his or her role to fit within the organization 

(Jablin, 1984). The results of this study illustrated that individualization was not possible, 

because of the structured encounter process created by these TOs. Researchers have 

debated the different phasic models of assimilation, as previously mentioned. Initially, 
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this researcher took the position that whether or not the assimilation model was phasic 

was not germane to this study. Participants expressed the opposite of this belief. Not only 

did participants express a phasic model of assimilation where they could vividly recall 

moving through phases of assimilation: anticipatory socialization, encounter, and 

metamorphoses at times that are predetermined by the organization. Participants 

described the transitions of these phases as structured by the organization. 

Researchers have conceptualized anticipatory socialization as the first phase of 

the assimilation process. While organizations did not have as much control over the 

member’s experience and research during this phase it was evident from the participants’ 

narratives that current members of the organization helped to shape this process for 

prospective members. Whether it was a friend inviting someone to church and telling 

them what to expect and how great the church was, or a recruiter talking with a potential 

recruit about the benefits of being part of the military, these current members shaped how 

the participant envisioned the organization. Participants also described these TOs as 

having specific marketing tools that they would give to prospective members to recruit 

them into the organization. These TOs closely controlled the information contained in 

these marketing materials to ensure that the participant perceived the organization as the 

organization desired. 

Researchers have theorized encounter as the second phase of assimilation 

research. Each participant described an exact time when the participant entered the 

organization for the first time. While this may not appear different from the first day at a 

new job or the first visit to a new social organization, these members expressed a 

difference because of the intense period of assimilation that occurred immediately 
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following entry into the organization. Members of the IFBC expressed attending new 

member orientation and additional Bible studies that the organization designed to 

familiarize new converts with the church. While this may seem trivial on the surface, the 

members expressed that the realities of the practices of the church were initially 

shocking, just as did those in the USM. The USM is known for having a rigorous and 

intense assimilation process with a lengthy boot camp or basic training (depending on the 

branch of service) which only illuminated the intensity of the IFBC encounter experience 

more when members of both groups were describing the encounter phase in the same 

manner. The IFBC and USM both have structured the encounter phase so that members 

go through a process the same way every time; this conditioned pattern of encounter 

engrains in the members a sense of when the phase will end. The metamorphosis portion 

of assimilation researchers have considered the most individualized phase, excluding exit, 

as it involves an individual personalizing the organization perception and their role in it. 

However, in this highly structured encounter process members are primed to experience 

this metamorphosis when the organization instructs them to. 

The stories of the USM, and especially members of the Marine Corps, most easily 

identified this structured metamorphosis. For each member of the Marine Corps they 

identified their eagle, globe, and anchor ceremony as the pivotal moment that transitioned 

them from a participant in the organization to a full organizational member. While this 

surface level description was the most easily recognized turning point, a deep analysis of 

the stories of all members’ revealed that these members all expressed their 

metamorphosis process as being structured. Although the exact stories were different, 

there was one major constant and that was the use of symbolism to demonstrate to other 
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members of the organization that this member had now become an official member of the 

organization.  

In the IFBC, participants described this as the process of joining the church, 

which means something different from what other denominations may conceptualize as 

joining the church. Joining an IFBC occurs weeks after the first visit to the church and 

generally requires either newcomer orientation or new convert orientation, depending on 

the prior status of the potential member. After these orientation meetings, individuals 

meet with the Pastor for an interview to ask questions about the church, but the meeting 

generally occurs in the home of the potential member so that the pastor can observe how 

the family lives as well as assess the family’s commitment to the church. After a member 

has fulfilled these requirements, the pastor normally invites the potential member to join 

the church. Joining the church involves the member going forward at the invitation 

portion of the service, praying with a member of leadership and officially declaring that 

they wish to join the church. After this, they stand in front of the entire congregation and 

the congregation generally accepts them into the body of membership through a voting 

process. The current members will then all come by and shake hands with the new 

members reinforcing the idea that they now belong to the church through this highly 

ritualized and symbolic process. 

The USM has basic training that implements this metamorphosis process and 

instills in prospective members the requirements for joining the USM and becoming a 

full-fledged member. Although the specifics of this occurrence varied across the various 

branches of the military, participants described that the metamorphosis process occurred 

when the drill sergeants training the service member informed the trainee that it would 
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occur. For the Marine Corp members this occurred when they received their eagle, globe, 

and anchor. For members of other branches, the stories of when they became members 

varied based on what their drill sergeants had told them was the official mark of a 

member. Some members expressed deploying to a foreign land and receiving a 

deployment patch as a mark of membership while others described receiving their beret 

as an official cover as the point they were a member. Regardless of the structured process 

through which the member achieved metamorphosis, members always expressed the 

process as tied to a symbolic act or artifact. Previous research has suggested that the 

metamorphosis phase was hard to define because it was the moment that an individual 

psychologically reconciles themselves as members. In this study, participants did not 

describe the process in this manner. Instead of the members individually reconciling 

themselves as a member, the organization told them when they were a member. This was 

an important new distinction in assimilation literature as it demonstrated that assimilation 

is perhaps on a spectrum. It is plausible that less structured organizations do not 

experience phases the same way and therefore the phasic model may not apply or 

describe the organization as well. However, TOs would be at the opposite end of the 

spectrum where not only are members forced to pass through the different phases at 

different times but also are structured to the point that members do not have agency to 

determine the speed of their assimilation process. 

Members Reproduce Structures to Future Members 

The reproduction of structures by members was, by itself, unsurprising, as a major 

tenet of structuration theory is that members reproduce the structure in some form to 

future generations of membership. However, what was uniquely different in these 
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participants’ responses was that they are often highly critical of organizational structures, 

but then they reenacted these structures. The process of structurational identification 

noted in this study suggested that when the organization denied the ability to dissent 

against rules, when the organization so rigidly structured encounter as to suggest no room 

for dissent or individualization, members would display deep identification, even if 

internally struggling. There are several reasons that members provided to explain why 

they enacted structures with which they disagree, but they still enacted these structures. 

This suggested that although members disagreed with structures, they did not perceive 

that they had any agency to modify these structures during the replication process. The 

structures that members of both of these TOs had learned and adopted in their identity 

became such a fundamental part of who they were that they often enacted the structure 

without even realizing that they had done so. 

As a manner of demonstration of the overall restriction of dissent and control of 

organizational identity, two pastors of IFBC directly asked the researcher not to interview 

members of their congregation and that the researcher direct any questions to the pastor. 

Additionally, one participant withdrew from the study during the data analysis process 

citing personal face concerns. This control was not only present in the IFBC; the USM 

has training and procedures in place for what members can say to reporters or 

researchers. For this reason, two of the members of the USM vetted the researcher with 

questions before answering any interview questions. This vetting process allowed them to 

see the researcher as not just a researcher but also a former member that understood the 

importance of protecting their information and ensuring that they remain anonymous if 

they were to speak openly about the organization. This mechanism of power and control 
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takes away from the members the ability to dissent and replaces it with only an ability to 

replicate the identity of the organization that the organization wishes to portray. 

This consideration of control was the most logical explanation for why members 

of these TOs adopt structures so deeply that it shapes their very identity. A larger control 

mechanism was the intense, rigid assimilation with the organization. Other new members 

that are going through the same experiences surrounded these members and very few 

questioned the structures of the organization. When individuals did attempt to 

individualize these rules or to challenge the structures of the organization the leadership 

of the organization made an example of them or their actions caused punishment for the 

entire group of newcomers. This served to deepen the intensity of the need to believe in 

the structures of the organization, although members may experience cognitive 

discomfort with the structures of the organization, this discomfort appeared to pale in 

comparison to the discomfort that was felt when they, or the group, was punished. Some 

groups experienced more disagreement with the structures of the organization, but they 

still refused to attempt to modify the structures of the organization as demonstrated in 

oppressed groups.  

Oppressed Groups Reproduce Structures 

The most unexpected revelation of this research was the expressed differences of 

members from minority groups. The stories of members from these groups roughly 

equate to the same stories of the majority group except in two areas: oppressed groups 

and change. Members of these groups were aware of the fact that some practices of both 

the IFBC and the USM were products of the majority group and were able to identify 

structures of the organization that were either restrictive or oppressive of these minority 
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groups. This was not to say that the majority did not also receive restriction or repression 

from the leadership of the organizations, but that members of these oppressed populations 

experienced an exacerbated form of oppression.  

As previously mentioned, this process was even more prevalent with groups that 

did not represent the majority population of the organization. Only members of the 

oppressed groups realized and mentioned this oppression. Members of the dominant 

group expressed that the organization was non-discriminating and did not have structures 

that disproportionately affected any members of the group. However, members of these 

oppressed groups described situations where the church displayed the confederate flag, 

restricted the amount of African Americans that the church allowed on a bus, and 

restricted the ability for women to speak in the church. Members of the USM also 

identified systemic oppression of minority groups through harsher punishments for 

marginalized members and restriction of sexual orientations outside of a heterosexual 

relationship. Participants described these systemic issues of oppression as generationally 

reproduced.  

In addition to members describing the oppression of minority groups, male and 

female populations of members of both organizations expressed the belief in change 

disproportionately. While eight of the nine males interviewed expressed that, it was 

possible for change to happen in the organization only one of the six female participants 

expressed the same beliefs. Because participants of both organizations described this 

belief, it was logical to propose that researchers must consider this when conducting TOs 

research. When one group overwhelming believes that change could happen and another 

group has the exact opposite reaction, there must be some realization that these two 
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groups, although experiencing the same structures, are experiencing them in different 

ways. The researcher for this project did not envision any findings related to demographic 

differences and therefore the researcher did not fully explore this subject in interviews, 

but this study has laid a foundation from which a future study could build and seek out 

these findings. 

A Proposed Model of Entry into Totalistic Organizations 

Although qualitative data cannot provide statistical support for models of 

communication, it can be useful in developing new models of communicative events. 

Through the described experiences of members of these TOs, the researcher has proposed 

the following model as a plausible explanation of the experiences of members of TOs 

during entry into their organizations (Figure 1).  

Participants of this study described the process of assimilation as being extremely 

rigid and structured with rules and resources clearly communicated to the newcomer. The 

newcomer was then strongly encouraged to adopt these rules and resources into not only 

their organizational life, but their personal life as well. This deep internalization of rules 

and resources created a new identity that participants described as a requirement for 

continued involvement in the organization. Participants described embracing these rules 

and structures to the point that they were willing to sacrifice personal identity and beliefs 

to conform and be part of the organization. With the awareness that all of the participants 

in this study were first generation members, it reduced the probability that routinization 

led these members to join these organizations. This led to an understanding that these 

participants were willing volunteers to join these organizations and although they may 

have had family or friends influence them to join, the decision was ultimately theirs. This 
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was not unique to TOs as most members of organizations are joining voluntarily; the 

unique difference that was present in the stories of members of these TOs was that they 

remained in the organizations even when the organizations conflicted with their personal 

beliefs.  

This seems logical for military members who are contractually obligated to 

remain not only in the military but to abide by the UCMJ of the military or face severe 

consequences for disobedience. However, the power of this study was that members of 

the IFBC did not have these contractual obligations and yet they described their 

experiences similarly to those of the USM population. Additionally, these converts to the 

IFBC described staying in the organization and adopting the rules of the organization, 

even if they had dissonant thoughts about the rules. Some of these members did end up 

leaving the church, just as members of the USM also leave; however, they did so after an 

extended period. Although the purpose of this study was not to examine exiting the 

organization, the descriptions of members included justifications of why they did not 

leave the organization or retrospective sensemaking as to why they needed to stay when 

they did. Therefore, an understanding of the lack of exit was important because it 

revealed that members did not even feel they had agency to leave the organizations 

because of the tenets of these TOs. The high percentage of members that did not exit the 

organizations acted as a mechanism described by participants to reassure themselves as to 

why they were members of the organization and continued to enhance the internalization 

of identification rather than to challenge it.  

The previously mentioned structured turning points are vital to this new 

conceptualization of entry as it led to the belief that the member must replicate the 
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structures for future members to uphold the integrity of the organization. According to 

the stories of participants, it was logical to assume that in TOs the more intense the 

anticipatory socialization and encounter phase are the more an individual was encouraged 

to learn and abide by the structures that are in place. As the individual learns these 

structures and adopts them as life habits a deeper internalization of the structures occurs 

that leads to a fundamental change in the identification of the member and creates in the 

member a sense of being the organization personified. As detailed in the results section, 

members would speak of wanting to uphold the image of the organization not just in the 

organizational sphere, but also in the public sphere. TOs members expressed that not only 

are they part of an organization but that their actions directly reflected the structures of 

the organization making deviating from organizational rules a near impossibility.  

This model must also recognize a moderating factor of oppressed groups as noted 

in the differences between participants in the oppressed group and belief in change 

categories. Female participants did not express belief in change as their male counterparts 

did, which would theoretically deepen the identification of these members even more 

because of a complete perceived lack of agency. Although male members did believe 

change could occur in the organization, they did not describe situations where they could 

make major changes in the organization but rather expressed that any major change 

would occur over time and most likely because of an outside influence. Thus, although 

the researcher questioned perceived agency for both sex groups, and for all ethnic groups, 

as perceived agency may be increasingly restricted for oppressed members. 

For these reasons, the researcher proposed the following model for 

conceptualizing TOs entry in future research (Figure 1). In this model rigid structures, 
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combined with an intense assimilation process, lead to deeper identification with the 

organization, but can be moderated by oppressed group differences. This deeper 

identification in turn would lead to a belief in a lack of agency and a reduced perception 

of the ability of the organization to change without outside intervention. 

Opportunities for Future Research 

Although these participants described in detail their experiences in these TOs, 

their answers may perhaps raise more questions than the answers they provided. 

Although the researcher was able to identify and recognize categories of these 

participants experiences, further investigation is needed to ascertain if these same 

findings are supported by future research and are replicable. The investigation and 

conceptualization of structured turning points is perhaps the first step in understanding 

the replication of structures in TOs and therefore a quantitative follow up study is 

appropriate to determine the extent of structured turning points in TOs.  

The researcher conceptualized the proposed model of TOs assimilation through 

the stories participants described. Therefore, this model necessitates a quantitative data 

analysis of a much larger sample to see if research statistically supports this model. If this 

model is supported by future research it could provide great insight to not just how these 

organizations replicate and remain seemingly unchanged across time, but could also 

explain why members have such a hard time exiting the organization because of the deep 

internalization of the structures of these organizations. It is plausible that these members 

so deeply identify with the organization that they have fundamentally changed who they 

are as individuals; however, a retrospective interview cannot assess these changes. 

Finally, rhetorical and critical scholars should examine the supporting initial 
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documents, sermons of pastors, commander’s challenges, and reinforcement of beliefs 

during the early assimilation process. These types of examinations could expose what 

elements of the organizational entry process are so persuasive that they convince 

members to abandon their previously held beliefs and identity for these new identities. A 

critical perspective may be the best way to ascertain exactly why members of minority 

groups are experiencing certain categories of this assimilation process at much different 

levels than their dominant group counterparts. 

Conclusion 

The stories of the participants in this research project revealed the process of TOs 

assimilation. When analyzed through a structurational identification view of assimilation 

these narratives divert from previous organizational research and provide new insight into 

TOs specific qualities. While TOs have some similarities with traditional organizations, 

this study supported the belief that TOs take many organizational concepts to an extreme 

that affects the lived experiences of members. Because the descriptions by the 

participants in this study vary so widely from that of expected organizational experience, 

the researcher found support for the conceptualization and examination of TOs as a 

specific organizational form. This project was by no means an exhaustive description of 

the assimilation process in TOs, but it did provide a solid foundation from which future 

research can grow and develop. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A 

Interview Protocol/Guiding Questions 

Why did you join the church/military? 

Were there any rules you did not agree with? 

Were there any beliefs that you felt were contradictory to what you believed? 

How did you reconcile your beliefs with the beliefs of the organization? 

How much ability did you have to change the organization? 

At what point did you feel you were a complete member of the organization? 
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Tables 

Participants 8 7 

 IFBC USM 

Table 1: Participants by organizational affiliation 

Female 4 2 

Male 4 5 

 IFBC USM 

Table 2: Participants by gender identification 

Black 0 1 

Hispanic 2 2 

White 6 4 

 IFBC USM 

Table 3: Participants by ethnic/racial identification 

Current Members 4 3 

Former Members 4 4 

 IFBC USM 

Table 4: Participants by membership status 
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Figure 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Proposed Model of Entry into Totalistic Organizations 
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